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Abstract

Undocumented Chinese migration to the UK has, in the aftermath of widely publicised
events such as the Dover and Morecambe Bay tragedies, triggered significant concern. Since
such events, attention has turned to other forms of irregular entry. Yet, undocumented Chinese
migrants have remained in the UK and represent an under- researched group. Previous studies
have predominantly focused on irregular Chinese migrants’ motivations, their clandestine
migration journeys, and experiences of exploitation in work. Less is known about the
everyday lives and emotional dimensions of irregular Chinese migrants’ experiences over
time. In the light of this gap in the literature, the overarching aim of this thesis was to examine
Chinese migrants’ experiences of an undocumented status in the UK. To fulfil this aim, I
constructed three research questions: how did Chinese migrants experience: i) the shift to an
undocumented status?; i1) everyday life with an undocumented status?; and iii) the status
journey over time? This qualitative study draws on narrative interviews, underpinned by
ethnographic sensitivities and sensibilities, with undocumented Chinese migrants. Participants
were recruited from two primary sites: a Chinese community centre and a Chinese Christian
church. I adopted a narrative approach to analysis and attended to the content, function,
structure, and context of migrant’s narratives. Based on this analysis, I advance my argument
that undocumented Chinese migrants experienced a form of extended liminality, which I have
categorised into three domains: liminal law and status; liminal social and economic places;
and liminal time. The experience of extended liminality intersected with gender and other
biographical and structural elements in participants’ narratives to create specific

vulnerabilities. Through my interpretation of participants’ narratives, I argue that Chinese
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migrants’ experiences of open-ended liminality were deeply connected with the ‘hot and bitter

tears’ that characterised their narratives.

Keywords: undocumented migration, Chinese, UK, liminality, narrative analysis
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Preface

From 2010- 2012, I worked and volunteered at a Chinese community centre in Greater

Manchester, UK, as an English Tutor and Family Project Worker.

“The work is overloaded” (BB LIEEEERTHAY)

As I lay my teaching materials on the desk, I picked up fragments of a heated conversation

between Chen (F&), a Chinese man in his early twenties, and Wu (&), in his fifties. Both worked

in Chinese restaurants in the nearby Chinatown. Like many other Chinese men who visited the
centre, Chen and Wu attended English classes on Monday mornings — their only day off each
week, when the restaurant where they worked was closed. Pieces of A4 paper taped to the

window at the front door advertised the classes available in both English and Chinese characters:

English for Citizenship (f&#EZYFEZEEHT); Women’s English Conversation Club (JFL &5

ZB{B44ER); English for Daily Life and Work (H&E4E N T/E:EHT): and Life in the UK (Z&

EEED).

Sitting at the desk, Wu’s right arm pointed repeatedly and with force toward the East of the
building - the location of Manchester’s Chinatown, three streets away. Wu complained about the
boss. The overtime he was forced to work. The low pay. He muttered about other kitchen
workers who earned more money than he did. Chen joined in with Wu’s complaint, but he was
hesitant. Scanning the room with his eyes, he lowered his voice and drew the conversation to a

close. I had heard similar exchanges before. At the beginning and end of English classes, learners
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often exchanged stories about their working conditions, the character of their boss, the details of
their pay. Wu grew quiet. Rubbing his eyes, he looked out of the window. Having worked until
the early hours of the previous night, he struggled to concentrate. As I drew the session to an

end, Wu quickly left the building.

“They’re not really asylum seekers, you know”
I looked up from the coffee I had hastily made during a break from the English class I was

teaching. A colleague at the Chinese community centre was standing in front of me.

They’re not really asylum seekers, you know.
Really?

No, they came here to earn money.

She was talking about the Sunshine Project. The name gave little away. It felt positive,
hopeful, but ambiguous. I learned that the Sunshine Project was a language and learning group,
made up of Chinese asylum seekers (mostly women). Despite having applied for asylum some
years ago, most members of the Sunshine Project had remained subject to a temporary legal

status for up to and over a decade.

First encounters with undocumented statuses
These short fragments are based on my early encounters with a range of irregular statuses to
which the Chinese migrants with whom I worked were subjected. I learned that the lives of many

Chinese migrants were dominated by their work. The stories I heard about conditions in the
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kitchens of Chinese restaurants in Greater Manchester were layered with emotion: some tellers
were visibly agitated, they protested loudly, and lay the injustices they had experienced on the

desks where we were gathered to study English. They were also cautious, measured, aware of

who was listening and careful about the stories they exchanged.

At the time that I first encountered such stories (2010-2012), the UK government made cuts
to English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) provision and ceased to fund training for
individuals who were not in receipt of benefits. Chinese migrants with an irregular status were,
therefore, no longer eligible for funded language training. Some years later, the ‘hostile
environment’ policies increasingly brought civil actors into immigration enforcement roles
(primarily enacted through the 2014 and 2016 Immigration Acts). In the context of increasingly
negative policy and media discourses about ‘illegal” immigration, I understood that there were
hidden stories that had not yet been told. Stories about surviving without legal status or
mainstream support systems. Stories about not fitting into acceptable categories of ‘deserving’
migrants. Stories about informal practices that were accepted within certain places. Stories that
were embedded in place — in the Chinese community centre, in Chinese restaurants, and on the

streets of Chinatown in Manchester. Stories of ‘hot and bitter tears’ (=212 H).

Hot and bitter tears (3= 27H)

“Hot and bitter tears” is a quote taken from an interview with one of the participants of this
study: Wang, a Chinese man who had lived in the UK subject to a temporary status for five years
before he acquired British citizenship. He claimed that all Chinese who came to the UK with an

irregular status had a sad story to tell, filled with ‘hot and bitter tears’. The first character -3¢ —

can mean ‘hot’ (in flavour, taste) or ‘pungent’ and is also used to mean ‘suffering’, ‘hard’,
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‘toilsome’ and ‘laborious’. The participants in this study all told stories of hardship and loss,
shifts in identity, legal and social constraints, longing and waiting: stories of ‘hot and bitter
tears’.The evocation of taste in the characters for ‘hot’ and ‘bitter’ aligned with the
predominance of Chinese restaurants and takeaways as the backdrop for many of the narratives
created during this study. The emotive nature of the phrase is also aligned with the nature of the
narratives in this study: undocumented Chinese migrants’ stories were laden with figurative
expressions of emotion. The ‘hot and bitter tears’ of participants’ stories act as threads that

connect the chapters of this thesis.

XVviii



Chapter 1 Introduction to the study
1.2 Introduction

In this chapter, I first outline the focus and theoretical orientation of the thesis, followed by
an account of my personal and professional motivation for studying, specifically, undocumented
Chinese migration. Then, I discuss the importance of the topic, before describing the overarching
research aim and three research questions that underpinned this doctoral study. Next, I outline
how the project evolved in response to the data collection phase of the study. The key terms used
in this thesis, including ‘undocumented’, ‘Chinese’ and ‘sending’ and ‘receiving’ countries, are
described, alongside an account of the terms I have intentionally avoided. To provide context for
the chapters that follow, I outline a brief history of Chinese migration to the UK and the UK
policy context for undocumented migrants. Finally, I describe the structure of the thesis and the

content of each of the eight chapters.

1.2.1 Focus and theoretical orientation of the thesis

This thesis is a narrative inquiry into the experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants in
the UK, drawn from an analysis of the stories of Chinese migrants. Undocumented Chinese
migrants in the UK, like those from other national groups subjected to an irregular status, face a
number of structural difficulties. They are: excluded from many mainstream health and welfare
services; unable to work legally and forced into informal and precarious employment; excluded
from higher education; unable to drive legally, open a bank account or rent accommodation; and
immobilised by an irregular status which makes it difficult to travel around or to leave the UK.

These structural constraints, in turn, lead to emotional difficulties as migrants are often forced to



deal with exploitative informal employment arrangements, the fear of immigration raids,
detention and deportation, and the impact on their family lives, their social worlds and their
emotional health.

Given these difficulties and the subsequent effect on migrants’ lives, the overarching aim of
this thesis was to explore the experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants in the UK. To fulfil
this aim, I constructed three research questions: how did Chinese migrants experience:

1)  the shift to an undocumented status?;
i1) everyday life with an undocumented status?; and

ii1) the status journey over time?

These three research questions are explored in this thesis, each in turn, in chapters four, five and
six in which participants’ stories are presented alongside my analysis of their narratives.

The methodological orientation of this thesis is grounded in John Dewey’s (1997) pragmatic
philosophy of experience, in which experience was characterised by two criteria: interaction and
continuity. Clandinin and Connelly (2000), both higher education scholars, developed from
Dewey’s two criteria of experience a three-dimensional model of narrative inquiry which
included; 1) sociality; ii) temporality; and iii) place. Their three-dimensional model, what
Clandinin and Connelly termed the ‘commonplaces’ of narrative inquiry, guided the
methodological approach to the study of Chinese migrants’ experience in this thesis.

A key concept deployed in the interpretation of the participant narratives created during this
study was liminality. Originally developed in the anthropological literature, liminality has been
used by migration scholars to describe the experiences and the legal and social conditions of

irregular and temporary migrants (see, for example, Chavez, 1991 on territorial liminality; and



Menji’var, 2006 on liminal legality). According to the anthropologists who developed the
concept (first van Gennep, 1909, and later Turner, 1969), liminality occurred during rites of
passage in the life course when individuals transitioned from one state to another. The liminal
phase represented a break from social structure and, according to Turner, had certain
characteristics which meant that those passing through (the ‘liminal personae’ or ‘threshold
people’) were: silent, as opposed to outspoken; they accepted pain and suffering, rather than
protesting; and they were heteronomous rather than autonomous (1969, p.95). I use these
descriptors to outline the characteristics of the liminality that Chinese migrants experienced.
However, unlike van Gennep and Turner’s construction of liminality as a bounded phase with an
endpoint, I argue that undocumented Chinese migrants experienced a form of open-ended
liminality. This extended liminality shaped the inner lives of migrants and led to emotional
suffering which, in the words of one participant, created the ‘hot and bitter tears’ that

characterised participants’ stories.

1.2.2 Motivation for studying undocumented Chinese migration

My professional motivation for researching the experiences of undocumented Chinese
migration is grounded in my experience as both a social worker in the statutory sector and a
project worker in a Chinese community organisation. In the latter role, I worked with Chinese
migrants who were subjected to a variety of legal statuses, and I began to understand the way in
which an irregular legal status shaped daily life. Then, during both my postgraduate social work
training and employment in statutory social work, I noticed that opportunities to develop
knowledge about the evolution of immigration law and policy and the experiences of people

subjected to immigration controls were limited. This practice gap, between the diversity of



people and legal statuses in society, and the knowledge prioritised in social work education and
statutory practice, began to form in my mind. Therefore, a key motivation that underpinned this
study was a drive to present material that may help social work audiences to develop
understanding of the needs and circumstances of undocumented Chinese migrants which, in turn,
may contribute to improved professional practice.

My interest in Chinese language and culture originated in several years spent studying

Putonghua (& 1#, the standard language in mainland China) and learning about Chinese

culture at Xi’an Jiaotong (F§%3Z1@), Fudan (EB), Manchester and Keele Universities. As an

outsider to the experience of undocumented migration, I have used my intermediate grasp of
Putonghua to engage with migrants’ experiences in their own terms. Although the challenges
involved in multilingual research have been well documented (refer to chapter eight for a
detailed discussion), this mode of research can also be “epistemologically productive” (Holmes,
Fay, Andrews & Attia, 2013, p.291). As a Chinese language learner, I could develop a position
of defamiliarization and curiosity about the way in which meaning was expressed and built
throughout participants’ narratives. Additionally, the difficulties involved in translating
figurative concepts from Chinese into English pushed me to consider meaning in depth and
stretched my theoretical imagination. My outsider status and my engagement with a linguistic
group to which I am external, yet my attempt to explore the inner worlds and experiences of

participants, is a constant tension throughout this thesis.



1.2.3 Undocumented Chinese migration

Undocumented Chinese migration to the UK triggered significant concern in the aftermath
of widely publicised events such as the Dover and Morecambe Bay tragedies (see, for example,
Yang’s 2021 analysis of media reports in relation to the Dover incident). Since such events,
attention has turned to other forms of irregular entry. Although the large-scale smuggling of
Chinese migrants into the UK via land and sea has since decreased, Chinese migrants continue to
enter the country clandestinely or shift to an undocumented status due to the expiry of a visa
(Bloch & McKay, 2016, p.58-66). Once they have arrived in the UK, some Chinese migrants
remain subjected to an undocumented status for up to and over a decade. For those who remain,
government statistics suggest that Chinese nationals are amongst the most vulnerable to
exploitation in society. For example, of the total potential victims of modern slavery in England
referred into the National Referral Mechanism in 2021, Chinese nationals were seventh most
referred for labour exploitation and fifth for sexual exploitation (HO, March, 2022).

Despite the persistence of irregular Chinese migration to the UK and the evidence of
potential exploitation, the issue is rarely on the front covers of UK newspapers. Instead, migrants
entering the country via small boats at the English Channel have come to represent ‘illegal’
migration in the public imagination. As Knowles (2017) wrote in her discussion of the Chinese
in London, “the Chinese are one of the UK’s neglected minorities” (p.458). The small size and
geographic dispersion of the UK Chinese perhaps explains why they are missing from much
social research about minority groups (an argument advanced by Mok & Platt, 2020, amongst
others). Additionally, as I argue in chapter two, the academic study of irregular Chinese

migration occupies a marginal position in the broader body of knowledge about undocumented



statuses which has been dominated by North American accounts of Latino migration. In this
respect, undocumented Chinese migrants represent an under researched group.

Alongside the relative lack of attention that undocumented Chinese migrants have received
in the broader literature related to irregular migration, Chinese migrants have also been subjected
to contradictory cultural stereotypes. The Chinese in the UK have been celebrated as an “ethnic-
minority success story” (Parker & Song, 2009, p.587), and described as “hard-working and law-
abiding” (HMSO, 1985, p.vii). Such constructions of the UK Chinese have perhaps been
influenced by what Ong (1998) described as “images of Oriental docility” in which “diligence,
self-sufficiency, and productivity” have come to characterise stereotypical constructions of Asian
minority groups as ‘good citizens’ (p.151). Conversely, the UK Chinese have also been
associated with criminality, smuggling, gambling and exploitation (Benton & Gomez, 2008,
p.132-134; Silverstone & Whittle, 2016). In addition to such contradictory constructions,
incidents of racist abuse and harassment directed at Chinese individuals have increased in recent
years due to racialisation of the COVID-19 virus which originated in Wuhan, China. Chinese
people in the UK have been subjected to increased racist slurs and discriminatory terms
associated with the virus, such as “the Chinese virus” and “Kung Flu” (Gao & Sai, 2021, p.183).
In Europe, similar increases in racism directed towards people of Chinese origin have been
documented (see, for example, Franga, Gaspar & Mathias, 2022, in Portugal, and Wang, Chen,
Li, Luu, Yan & Madrisotti, 2021, in France). In view of both the under-researched nature of
undocumented Chinese migration and the contradictory constructions to which Chinese in the
UK may be subjected, the purpose of this thesis is to develop understanding about the

experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants.



1.2.4 Undocumented migration and social work

That undocumented Chinese migrants are highly vulnerable to exploitation and subjected to
contradictory and racist stereotypes should be of concern to both social work practitioners and
academics. The global definition of social work emphasises the ethical principles of social justice
and human rights (IFSW, 2014). Undocumented migrants represent a part of society with no
recourse to justice and, to use the Arendtian concept, they have no ‘right to have rights’ (Krause,
2008). Yet, as discussed in chapter two, none of the published studies about irregular Chinese
migration retrieved during my review of the existing literature focused on social work practice
with undocumented Chinese migrants, nor did I find any studies written from a social work
disciplinary background. This is concerning given that previous studies have indicated that the
UK Chinese underutilise health and social care services (Rochelle & Shardlow, 2014). Williams,
in a 2020 publication about the state of social work research about race/ethnicity, posed a
challenging question to social work academics: “does our disciplinary research enterprise tell the
story of the multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-faith nature of our societies?” (p.1059). In
relation to undocumented Chinese migrants, the answer to Williams’ question is a resounding
‘no’. This study is located within this gap in the social work literature. In this thesis, I invite
social work audiences to engage with the ‘hot and bitter tears’ in the narratives of Chinese

migrants.

1.2.5 Research paths not taken

I originally set out on this research journey with both different research questions and a
different approach in mind. Although the experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants were

always at the forefront of this study, I originally planned to recruit young people, between the



ages of 16 and 24 years old, who faced a shift to an undocumented legal status as they became
adults. Methodologically, I planned to conduct narrative interviews alongside photo-elicitation
interviews to develop a creative and multi-modal representation of participants’ experiences. My
earlier focus on young people was influenced by my professional background as both a Family
Project Worker at a Chinese charity and a Child and Family Social Worker in a statutory setting.
The early design of my doctoral research was also a logical extension of the MA research project
I conducted in 2013: a photovoice project with Chinese migrant young people in Manchester
designed to examine their experiences of life in the city. However, during fieldwork, I struggled
to recruit enough young people with the relevant experiences. Instead, I met and developed
research relationships with mostly working age irregular migrants who were eager to share their
stories during interviews, but reluctant to engage with photo-elicitation methods (see chapter
three for a discussion of how the methodology was amended in response to participants’
preferences). Therefore, the focus of the study evolved, and I modified the research aims to ask
meaningful questions about the detailed participant narratives collected.

Another research path not taken but included in the early stages of the project design was
concerned with social work practice with undocumented migrants. My intention was to examine,
what Williams and Graham (2016) termed, “both sides of the social services counter” (p.3). I had
hoped to explore the points of convergence between service user and professional perceptions,
and the gaps, omissions and misconstructions. However, I encountered two barriers to this
practice-based research trajectory, both of which, again, related to the realities of fieldwork.

First, the Chinese migrants I interviewed had limited understanding of social work in the UK. As

discussed in chapter three, the term ‘social worker’ (f=T{E#) in Chinese was often conflated

with the term for ‘voluntary worker’ (X T) and interviewees had rarely encountered social work



professionals. Second, of the social workers contacted, a limited number had encountered
undocumented Chinese migrants. Therefore, in consultation with the supervisory team, I
conducted interviews with social work professionals as part of a sister study to the PhD. The
findings of the sister study were reported in an article published online in the British Journal of
Social Work in June 2022, (Machin & Shardlow, 2022, see appendix A). These research paths
not taken reflect the practical challenges involved in engaging undocumented migrants in
empirical research. However, as discussed in chapter eight, they revealed fruitful avenues for

further research.

1.2.6 The key terms used in the study

‘Undocumented’
All researchers engaged with scholarship about undocumented migration are tasked with
selecting and justifying the terms they use to describe the range of irregular legal statuses that

128

exist in different national contexts. The Chinese term, ‘Y8515, used by most of the

participants in this study, translates as ‘statusless’ or ‘no status’. ‘Statusless’ has been used to
describe the experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants in the UK by both Hsaio-Hung Pai
(2008), the London-based journalist and writer, and Luo in her unpublished PhD research (2021).
Whilst I acknowledge the epistemic value of using a translation of participants’ own words to
describe irregular status, my experience of presenting preliminary PhD findings indicated that
the term ‘statusless’ held little meaning for social workers. Instead, social workers in the UK
tended to use terms derived from policy, such as ‘no recourse to public funds’ and

‘unaccompanied’. Although recognisable to professional audiences, I was wary of tying the



study too narrowly to policy categories that work to naturalise irregular statuses which are
legally constructed. Policy-derived terms also belie the fluidity of irregular migration statuses.
The term ‘illegal migrants’ was also instantly recognisable to social workers but has obvious
pejorative connotations and a dehumanising affect.

An alternative term, ‘new explorers’, was suggested to me during a research workshop I
coordinated at Fudan University, Shanghai. The Chinese professor of population studies who
offered the suggestion had migrated internally from Fujian province to Shanghai. He took issue
with the negative framing that the terms ‘irregular’ and ‘undocumented’ may create. He also
argued that many of the terms used by receiving countries misrecognised the historical tradition
of overseas exploratory emigration from Fujian and other regions in China. Whilst I agreed with
him, the word ‘new’ applied poorly to the participants of this study, eight of whom had lived in
the UK between ten and 16 years, and three of whom were brought to the UK as children by
parents. The noun, ‘explorers’, whilst suggestive of a sense of adventure, discovery, and hope,
also seemed a poor match for participants’ narratives. Whilst some participants may have set out
on their migration journeys as ‘new explorers’, the reality of an undocumented life was
characterised by the intense physical demands of precarious work, and the immobility created by
an irregular status.

To strike a balance between representing Chinese migrants’ stories faithfully and using
terms that were meaningful to social work and other academic audiences, I follow the lead of
prominent authors in the field (such as Bloch et al., 2014 and Bloch & McKay, 2016) by
adopting the term ‘undocumented’ in this study. ‘Undocumented’ covers a range of migration
statuses. It also reflects the fact that migration statuses are highly stratified (Sainsbury 2012) and

they operate beyond the binary of ‘legal’ or ‘illegal’. I followed Paraskevopoulous’s (2011) lead
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and adopted a broad definition of ‘undocumented status’ to include; semi, temporary and
discretionary legal statuses. For the purpose of style, I use the terms ‘undocumented’ and

‘irregular’ interchangeably in this thesis.

‘Chinese’

Given that the term ‘Chinese’ may refer to people with a wide range of national, regional,
cultural and linguistic identities, and different migration trajectories, the meaning of ‘Chinese
migrant’ in this study requires clarification. In this thesis, I have focused empirically on the
narratives of migrants from mainland China and Hong Kong only. Although the UK Chinese
population also includes Taiwanese, Malaysian, Singaporean and Vietnamese-born Chinese,
amongst others (Mok & Platt, 2020), I did not include these groups in the study due to the
different historical migration trajectories and political contexts from which and to which they

may have migrated.

‘Sending and receiving countries’

In my analysis of Chinese migrants’ narratives, I paid close attention, where relevant, to the
relationship between participants’ pre-migratory lives and their lives in the UK. However, I
intentionally avoided the terms ‘home’ and ‘host’ countries. ‘Home country’ suggests an
enduring orientation and loyalty toward China which undermines the belonging and identities
participants may have formed in the UK (an issue discussed by Benton & Gomez, 2008, p.20).
Additionally, the term ‘host country’ creates an image of migrants as ‘guests’ who are both
temporary visitors and indebted to their hosts. Participants in this study were neither guests, nor
indebted: at the time of their interviews, all participants planned to remain in the UK indefinitely
and, through their labour, had contributed to the UK economy. As an alternative to ‘home’ and

‘host’, I use the terms ‘sending’ and ‘receiving’ / 'destination' countries. Although such terms
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tend to deemphasise the agency of migrants and conceal the complexity of migration journeys,
they offer a more neutral representation of migrants’ relationships with their countries of origin

and their countries of residence.

1.3 Chinese migration to the UK

Chinese migration to the UK has a long history in which Chinese migrants have been
subjected to a shifting landscape of immigration policies, enacted at different historical junctures,
in response to changing government priorities, public events and public attitudes. In the
discussion below, I provide a brief history of Chinese migration to the UK. The discussion is
selective, rather than comprehensive. I have focused on the key historical events and policy
orientations that have shaped the current UK Chinese population.

The earliest Chinese visitors to the UK, scholars, artists, and diplomats during the Qing
Dynasty (1636-1912), were welcomed as representatives of Sino-European intellectual exchange
(Benton & Gomez, 2008, p.22). During both the First and Second World Wars, thousands of
Chinese seafarers were actively recruited to join the British merchant fleet or to work as soldiers
for Britain and her allies (Jones, 1979). In the 1950s and 60s, large numbers of Chinese mostly
from the New Territories of the then British colony Hong Kong, migrated to the UK against the
backdrop of both rising rural unemployment in Hong Kong and economic boom in the UK.
These new ‘colonial subjects’ found work in Chinese catering which, due to a revolution in UK
food, experienced an economic boost (Benton & Gomez, p.37). The next major event in the
history of Chinese migration to the UK occurred in the 1980s and 1990s when China’s Opening
Up policies created opportunities for large numbers of Chinese mainlanders to migrate to

Europe. Fujian in Southeast China became a major sending region of emigration to the UK. Due
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to the increasingly limited options of legal entry, many Fujianese migrants entered the UK
‘illegally’, often via people smuggling operations (Pieke et al., 2004, p.23). Another thread in the
history of Chinese emigration began in the late 1990s with the migration of urban Chinese from
Northeast China. The majority of North easterners were students or urban workers who had lost
their jobs due to industrial reforms. In contrast with Fujianese migrants, almost all the North
easterners entered the UK legally, subject to student, visitor, business or work visas (Pieke &
Xiang, 2010). Urban and educated migrants from the Northeast are often conceptualised as
having different characteristics compared with earlier emigrants from Fujian due to their legal
routes of entry. However, in reality, the distinction is less clear: many Chinese from the
Northeast overstayed visas or destroyed their documents to claim asylum (Pieke & Xiang, 2010).
In recent years, Chinese students, mostly from mainland China, represent a large proportion of
the UK Chinese population. According to Universities UK, 143,820 Chinese students were
studying in the UK between 2020-21. Given the diverse migration history between China and the
UK, the UK Chinese community is highly heterogenous and composed of people with different
linguistic, national, and regional identities.

In the context of this diverse migration history, UK policy toward Chinese emigration
reflects a series of contradictions. As discussed, governments have, during times of war and
economic need, actively encouraged and recruited Chinese labour. However, during periods of
peace and relative economic stability, governments have targeted Chinese migrants for
involuntary removal. In 1940s Liverpool, for example, the stories of legally settled Chinese men
who were secretly “rounded up at night by police and Home Office officials” and sent back to
China on cargo ships, leaving their families behind, have recently surfaced since the opening of a

set of records in the early 2000s at The National Archives at Kew (Lee, 2016, p.1). The forced
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removals of legally settled Chinese men were accompanied by increasing anti-Chinese feeling in
the UK, reinforced by racist stereotypes about an invasion of Chinese. The relationship between
the UK and the people of Hong Kong also represents a downgrading over time in terms of rights:
the 1962 Commonwealth Immigration Act converted Hong Kong nationals from commonwealth
citizens into ‘aliens’ and the 1981 British Nationality Act repealed the rights of colonial subjects
to enter or settle in the UK (Benson, 2021). Although the recent Hong Kong British National
(Overseas) visa appeared to reinstate the rights to citizenship for some Hong Kong nationals,
Benson (2021) argued that the scheme represented the government’s attempt to asserts its global
and moral importance on the world stage post-Brexit, rather than an act of generosity to a former
colony.

Chinese migrants in the UK, alongside other minority ethnic groups, have also been affected
by the increasingly stringent immigration controls and practices brought about by the ‘hostile
environment’: a set of laws and policies that have brought border controls into parts of civil
society. Primarily enforced via the 2014 and 2016 Immigration Acts, the hostile environment
was designed to encourage the voluntary return of irregular migrants by mandating that
employers, landlords, healthcare workers, educators and other public sector workers monitor the
immigration status of migrants and racialised ‘others’ (Griffiths & Yeo, 2021). The increased use
of raids on minority ethnic businesses, including Chinese restaurants and takeaways, have been
described as discriminatory (Bloch, Kumarappan & Mckay, 2015) and have resulted in protests
amongst UK Chinese communities (Marsh, 2018). It is within these contradictory state
positionings, which are historically grounded and subject to change, that Chinese migrants live

out their migration stories.
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1.4 Policy context: Pathways into an undocumented status

In this thesis, I describe three pathways into an undocumented status experienced by

participants in the study: 1) an irregular entry; ii) growing up into an undocumented status; and

111) a semi-documented status, such as a work or spouse visa. Below, I describe the specific

conditions and entitlements of these three pathways into irregularity to provide context to the

migration stories examined in this thesis.

i)

iii)

Irregular entry. Individuals who entered the UK irregularly, such as Jin (£) whose

story is presented in chapter four, are treated as ‘illegal’ migrants with limited rights
to social support. They are ineligible for mainstream welfare, but they are entitled to
primary healthcare (Jolly, 2018).

Growing up into an undocumented status. Children who entered the UK with their
parents or to join other family members may be undocumented, or they may be
subjected to a dependent visa. If] as in the case of Sarah (chapter four) and John
(chapter six), their parents’ visa expired or was invalidated, they would become
subjected to an undocumented status. Until they reach adulthood, undocumented
children are defacto ‘legal’ due to their status as children and they are, as such,
entitled to compulsory education. However, when they grow up into an
undocumented status, they are required to regularise their status to remain legally in
the UK.

Semi-documented statuses. For migrants who hope to work in the UK, there are
avenues for ‘skilled workers’ to enter with employer sponsorship. The conditions of
entry for ‘skilled workers’ have been subjected to change over the past two decades

with the introduction of the Tier based system in 2008 (after the enactment of the
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Immigration, Asylum and Nationality Act 2006) which was subsequently replaced by
the Skilled Worker sponsor licence introduced in 2020. The two participants in this
study who entered the UK subject to a 5-year work visa were subjected to an older
system — a sector based scheme that allowed the recruitment of unskilled workers

from overseas in response to labour shortage and demand in certain employment

sectors (Kagan et al., 2011). In this study, two male participants, Wang () and Fei

Hong (&), were sponsored by Chinese restauranteurs to enter the UK as Chinese

chefs. After five years, they were able to obtain leave to remain and to apply for
dependents, such as their spouses and children, to join them in the UK, subject to
language and financial requirements. Four of the women who participated in this
study had entered the UK as the spouses of husbands who either held work permits

or had been granted indefinite leave to remain in the UK after being subjected to a

work permit (Nian Zhen [[E&], Zhan Fang [4E /7], Meng [£] and Yellow Flower

[E21%]). For women who were dependent on their spouses’ legal status for their own

right to remain in the UK, the breakdown of their relationship could lead to the
invalidation of their spouse visa, as was the case for Yellow Flower, whose story is
presented in chapter six. In this thesis, I refer to such conditional and temporary visas

or permits as semi-documented statuses.
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1.5 Structure of the thesis

This thesis consists of eight chapters, including this introductory chapter. In this chapter, I
have introduced the focus and key themes of the thesis and outlined my motivation and rationale
for undertaking, specifically, a study of undocumented Chinese migrants’ experiences. I have
explained how the empirical phase of the study developed and justified my use of key terms.
Additionally, I have outlined a brief history of Chinese migration to the UK and UK policy
responses to undocumented migration to provide context to the chapters that follow. Next, I
describe the structure of the thesis and outline what the reader can expect to find in each chapter.

In chapter two, a review of empirical and grey literature related to undocumented Chinese
migration is presented, with particular reference to studies conducted in the UK. The discussion
of the literature is divided into three broad themes: the causes of irregular Chinese migration;
irregular status and employment; and family relationships, social networks and encounters with
institutions. From this review, I identified seven areas for further inquiry. Amongst these seven
areas, three were concerned with; lesser studied paths into an undocumented status (such as the
expiry of a visa); the long-term experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants who remain in
their destination countries for up to and over a decade; and the experiences of undocumented
Chinese women, which have been poorly represented in the literature. These emerging issues
shaped both the focus of the thesis and the methodological approach taken, which is outlined in
chapter three.

Chapter three contains a critical discussion of the methodological orientation of the study —
narrative inquiry - and outlines the fit between the methodology and the research aims. A
descriptive account of the research process is presented, which included: the pilot study; the sites

of the study; access and recruitment; and conducting narrative interviews. Participant
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demographics, such as experiences of undocumented status, pre-migratory lives, and length of
time in the UK, are also detailed in this chapter. Then, space is given over to the approach to
narrative analysis, in which I drew on: both paradigmatic and narrative modes of analysis
(Polkinghorne, 1995); the concepts of broadening, burrowing, storying and restorying (Clandinin
& Connelly, 2000); and models of personal narrative (Labov & Waletzky, 1967). The chapter
ends with a discussion of the ethical and epistemological tensions involved in the close analysis
and presentation of long from data used to represent the lives of undocumented Chinese
migrants.

Chapters four, five and six present my interpretation of undocumented Chinese migrants’
narratives created during the study. All three chapters contain three participant narratives

presented alongside my analysis of the key themes and narrative techniques used by participants

to tell their stories. In chapter four, the narratives of Jin (&), Sarah and Wang (F) are discussed

in relation to the first research question: how did Chinese migrants experience the shift to an
undocumented status? The second research question — how did Chinese migrants experience

everyday life with an undocumented status? - is examined in chapter five in relation to Yu Yan

(IB%5), Nian Zhen (ZE) and Feng Mian’s (JX|fK) stories. In chapter six, I have interpreted

Yellow Flower (B21%), John and Fei Hong’s ("§i18) narratives in the light of the third research

question; how did Chinese migrants experience the status journey over time? In my commentary
at the end of chapters four, five and six, I draw together the commonalities between the
narratives presented and the wider data set in terms of: the narrative themes, plots, construction

of character and affective expression.
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In chapter seven, the discussion chapter, I draw on the concept of liminality to describe the
legal and social conditions and the subjective experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants in
the UK. Three forms of liminality are discussed: liminal law and status; liminal social and
economic places; and liminal time. I suggest that, rather than representing a bounded period, the
liminal states and statuses in Chinese migrants’ narratives were open ended. I argue that, for the
most socioeconomically deprived participants, liminality was not a new condition but a
continuation of forms of vulnerability and inequality to which they had been subjected prior to
their migration. The intersection of an undocumented status with other biographical and
structural factors is explored through the discussion in this chapter, with particular reference to
gender.

In the final chapter, my reflections and overall conclusions are presented. The chapter begins
with a reflection on the strengths of the study and the limitations imposed by the research design.
Next, the outcomes of the study are outlined. Here, I draw on the interpretations of the narratives
in chapters four, five and six and the discussion in chapter seven to outline my overall
conclusions in relation to the overarching aim of this thesis and the three research questions.
Next, I discuss the value of the methodology — narrative inquiry underpinned by ethnographic
principles — in the study of undocumented Chinese migration. Then, I suggest that, from the
interpretation of migrants’ narratives, implications for professional social work practice may be
drawn, which relate to three themes: relationship building; safe places and community mediators;
and the division of social work from immigration enforcement. Finally, I suggest ways in which

the research idea may be extended through further study.
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Chapter 2 Review of literature

2.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, I outlined the overarching aim that guided this study: to explore the
experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants in the UK. In this chapter, I present a review of
the existing literature related to undocumented Chinese migrants’ experiences within which the
current study is located. I have used three themes, derived from the literature, to organise the
review: 1) the causes of irregular Chinese migration; ii) irregular status and employment; and, iii)
family relationships, social networks and encounters with institutions. The chapter ends with a
discussion of the nature of the existing literature and the research gaps and emerging areas of
scholarship. In view of these knowledge gaps, I outline how the three research questions that

underpinned the study were developed.

2.2 Review approach

This chapter is based on a narrative review of empirical and grey literature related to
undocumented Chinese migration. In the discussion below, I outline the search strategy, the

approach to analysis and evaluation of the literature and the limitations of this review.

2.2.1 Search strategy

I conducted the literature search in two phases. During phase one, I drew on systematic
approaches to literature reviews (informed by the Evidence for Policy and Practice Information
and Co-ordinating Centre [EPPI-Centre] guidelines) to develop a review protocol. The protocol

included: an initial scoping review to map and categorise the literature; a research question; a
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search strategy; inclusion criteria to screen and identify relevant literature and exclude irrelevant
results; and quality appraisal tools. Keyword searches were conducted in three databases: Web of
Science, EBSCO Host and ProQuest (which includes the Applied Social Sciences Index and
Social Services Abstracts). The key words used to search for relevant literature were: “Chinese”
AND “undocumented migra*”OR “irregular migra*” OR “clandestine migra*” OR “illegal
migra*” OR “sans papier®” OR “liminal migra*”. Reference lists of key articles were also
searched for relevant studies. Studies that reported empirical findings about the circumstances
and experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants were sought. No limitations in terms of:
date of publication; geographical location; or methodological approach were applied to the
search. I anticipated that the empirical literature related to the UK context would be limited.
Therefore, I also included grey literature and unpublished theses which related to the UK context
as these texts provided a useful backdrop for my interpretation of Chinese migrants’ narratives
presented in chapters four, five and six. Only studies published in English were included for
review.

During phase two, I updated the original search to ensure that the review included recently
published literature. I conducted key word searches of Google Scholar and searched the
reference lists of key articles for further relevant references. I also searched the publication lists
of key authors identified during phase one for relevant recent publications. I then retrieved and

included relevant publications in the analysis of literature.

2.2.2 Interpretation of the literature

The aim of the review was to develop an interpretative analysis of the studies identified.

This was appropriate given both the interpretive orientation of the current study and the variation
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in research approaches, national contexts and concepts in the literature. In the evaluation of
existing literature, I considered the strengths and weaknesses of the studies, the methodological
assumptions, the methods deployed, the way that key concepts had been defined and used, and
the gaps and omissions. I also considered how the literature had moved on from earlier,

foundational texts to describe a broad research direction within which to locate the current study.

2.2.3 Limitations of the review

This review of literature is limited in several ways. Given the focus on English language
material, relevant studies published in Chinese or other languages were excluded from the
review. This means that publications in languages other than English which may contain
important information about the topic of undocumented Chinese migration have been omitted
from the review. However, Pisarevskaya, Levy and Sholton, in their 2020 review of migration
studies, argued that English had become the “lingua-franca for academic research on migration”
(p-477), which suggests that a review of the English language literature is likely to include the
key concepts and issues in the field. Additionally, the political sensitivities involved in the
academic study of irregular emigration from China (as noted by Pieke et al., 2004, pp.7-8) may
have limited the number of relevant studies published in Chinese.

Another limitation of the study relates to the search terms used to retrieve relevant literature.
Undocumented Chinese migration has been the focus of study in different disciplines, such as
anthropology (Pieke, Nyiri, Thune & Ceccagno, 2004), sociology (Bloch, Sigona & Zetter,
2014) and criminology (Chin, 1999). Additionally, some scholars have examined, specifically,
undocumented emigration from China (e.g., Liu-Farrer, 2008) whereas others have studied

emigration from China more broadly, including regular, semi-regular and irregular migration
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statuses and flows (e.g. Wang, 2021). The different disciplinary backgrounds and the varied
conceptualisations of undocumented Chinese migration has led to a range of terms used to
describe the phenomenon. Such variety in the literature posed challenges for this review and
there are, therefore, likely some relevant studies that [ was unable to identify.

Finally, the variety of national and local policy contexts within which the studies were
conducted means that generalisations about undocumented Chinese migration were difficult to
make. Given that ‘illegal’ migratory statuses are created by the historical specificity of national
immigration policies (see De Genova, 2004), policy contexts determine who becomes
undocumented and who is eligible for regularisation. For example, Wang’s (2021) discussion of
Chinese irregular migrants’ use of the “illness clause”, a route to regularisation in French law, is
specific to the national policy context within which her ethnography of Chinese migrants in Paris
was conducted (p.94). Additionally, local policies, at city or state level, can also shape irregular
migrants’ experiences of belonging and integration (an argument advanced by Garcia, 2019, in
relation to undocumented Mexicans in the US). Given the effect of both national and local
policy contexts on the experience of irregular migration, the multi-sited literature reviewed in
this chapter inevitably contained findings that related specifically to the policy contexts under
examination.

In the following section, I discuss three themes identified across the literature: the causes of
irregular Chinese migration; irregular status and employment; and, family relationships, social
networks and encounters with institutions. The presentation of each theme begins with an
overview of the literature, followed by a focus on a select number of illustrative studies that

represent either typical examples or exceptions within the broader scholarship.
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2.3 The causes of irregular Chinese migration

A question that has dominated the study of undocumented Chinese migration is: why have
thousands of people from the world’s second largest economy emigrated irregularly? In the

discussion that follows, I have categorised the way in which this question has been answered in

the literature into three different approaches: from an early focus on ‘snakeheads’ (#£3k), the

Chinese term for ‘human smugglers’; to an evolving understanding of the migration industry; a
turn to the social and structural causes of irregular emigration; and, finally, I have highlighted the

limited attention paid to those who shift to an irregular status once in their country of destination.

2.3.1 From snakeheads to a migration industry

Early attempts to understand the causes of irregular Chinese emigration focused largely on
the figure of the snakehead. For example, Chin’s (1999) mixed methods study of human

smuggling from China to the US described in detail the social organisation of snakeheads and the

routes and methods used to transport smuggled migrants (‘human snakes’, A#E) into America.

Chin’s study was conducted in the aftermath of the Golden Venture tragedy, when a ship that
carried 286 undocumented Chinese migrants ran aground in New York and ten Chinese migrants
drowned whilst attempting to swim to land. Drawing on a survey of 300 smuggled Chinese in
New York; ethnographic fieldwork in sending communities in China; and analysis of newspaper
reports, Chin captured the abuse that migrants experienced at the hands of snakeheads and the
large sums of money and risk of death endured during long and arduous migration journeys
(Chin, 1999). Similar depictions can be found in Smith’s (1997) collection of edited essays on

Chinese migrant trafficking to the US, in which the operation of snakeheads and the physical,
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psychological and sexual abuse endured by undocumented Chinese migrants during migration
journeys were presented. Over time, a more complex image of the operation of snakeheads
emerged. Zhang and Chin (2002), for example, based on their interviews with 90 snakeheads in
China and the US, claimed that snakeheads were not master criminals responsible for driving
irregular migration. Rather, they were opportunistic individuals who used their reputation
amongst family, friends and fellow villagers to conduct the business of illegal trafficking (Zhang
& Chin, 2002). Despite the increasingly nuanced understanding of snakeheads presented in these
early published studies, the focus on the criminal aspects of irregular emigration tended to frame
Chinese migrants as victims with limited agency.

From the early focus on the figure of the snakehead, scholarship about the causes of
irregular Chinese migration has captured a more nuanced picture in which snakeheads are just
one part of a complex migration system. Document vendors, state officials (Silverstone, 2011),
language schools (Liu-Farrer & Tran, 2019), tourism organisations, and legal officers who file
asylum claims, amongst others, have been found to play a role in irregular Chinese migration
(Thune & Pieke, 2005). A number of studies have established that state policies also created the
conditions which both pushed and pulled migrants from and to certain locations at particular
times in history. For example, in their ethnographic examination of Chinese migration agents and
‘illegal” employment in the UK, Pieke and Xiang (2010) claimed that a complex migration
industry had evolved in response to UK policy attempts to attract ‘desirable’ migrants and to
deter ‘undesirables’. Within this system, Pieke and Xiang (2010) argued that ‘legality’ was not
an intrinsic quality that migrants did or did not possess. Instead, “‘legality’ and ‘illegality’ were
bureaucratic statuses manufactured and commercially supplied in the process of migration”

(p.11). Liu-Farrer and Tran (2019), in their study of international education as a gateway into

25



migration into Japan, came to a similar conclusion in a different national context. In both studies,
irregular migration was not constructed as a bounded category of mobility that could be
understood through an examination of the criminal practices of snakeheads; instead, irregular
migration was an option, amongst other forms of mobility, that could be purchased, or could

represent an undesirable inevitability, in response to state policies and migrant resources.

2.3.2 Social and structural causes: The case of irregular emigration from Fujian

Aside from the snakeheads and migration brokers who facilitated migration, authors have
also examined the social, cultural and political structures that created the environments within

which large scale emigration from China was both possible and desirable. Scholarship related to

emigration from Fujian (f&§2), a region in Southeast China and a major migrant-sending area

(ff79), represents a significant portion of the existing literature on the topic of migrant

motivation. In the anthropological scholarship devoted to specific migration flows from Fujian, a
consensus has emerged about the complex and multifaceted causes of emigration from the area.
The seminal text about migration from Fujian to Europe was authored by Pieke, Nyiri, Thune
and Ceccagno (2004). In their conceptualisation of Fujianese migration to Europe, snakeheads
were just one part of a highly varied and complex migration nexus. Based on a total of 106
interviews with officials and emigrant households and 81 household surveys in two migrant-
sending villages in Fujian province, they described the specific historical, geographical,
economic, political, social and cultural causes of emigration from the region. Fujian’s historical
role as a major hub of international trade since the Tang Dynasty (618-907 A.D.), for example,

meant that Fujianese merchants frequently travelled overseas and settled in Southeast Asia. This
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created networks of overseas Chinese with whom new migrants could connect after the onset of
China’s reform and opening up policy from 1978 onwards led to the relaxation of travel from the
region. Economically, Fujian also became the focus of considerable government investment and
development. In October 1980, Xiamen, a sub-provincial city in Southeastern Fujian, became
one of five special economic zones in the People’s Republic of China. However, development
across the region was uneven and likely led to feelings of relative deprivation for some would-be
migrants (Lin & Bax, 2009). Additionally, the lack of arable land for farming limited
opportunities for employment across Fujian and likely increased the attraction of migration for
work. In the light of these historical and economic factors, the main argument advanced by Pieke
et al. (2004) was that specific migration configurations developed from different villages in
Fujian to specific European destinations. Drawing on Massey’s (1999) structural transformation
theory, the authors suggested that a migration flow was triggered first by pioneer migrants, and
then established through subsequent chain migration. Once established, these migration
configurations created safe arrival conditions for migrants in destination countries and the
remittances sent home transformed the sending regions. Over time, local institutions were
developed to facilitate migration. According to Pieke et al. (2004), villagers who witnessed these
transformations came to view migration as a logical strategy to earn money and bring personal
and family success. Other authors have drawn similar conclusions about the complex social-
structural causes of Fujianese migration (see, for example, Minghuan, 2012, in relation to the
illicit migration and employment practices of Fujianese migrants in Israel, Liu-Farrer, 2008, in
relation to irregular Fujianese migration to Japan, and Liang and Ye, 2001, for a discussion of
the effect of relative deprivation on the motivations of Fujianese migrants in New York).The

case of emigration from Fujian, a major source of undocumented Chinese migration to the UK,
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suggests that the causes of Chinese irregular emigration are multifaceted and have their roots in
the socio-economic and political history of the region and the relationships created with

receiving regions.

2.3.3 From border crossers to shifts in status

Many of the key studies discussed above have focused on Chinese migrants who have
entered countries irregularly. This approach explains why undocumented Chinese migrants’
means and methods of entry have been the subject of intense inquiry. This preoccupation in the
literature is aligned with political treatment of the topic of undocumented migration. When
politicians make pledges about reducing ‘illegal’ migration, they evoke stereotypical images of
people who have been smuggled across national borders, climbed walls, jumped fences, and
arrived in small boats. Yet, beyond national borders, migrants can become undocumented in
ways that fall outside of stereotypical images of clandestine border crossers. For example:

e young migrants may grow up into an undocumented status (Gonzales,
2011);

e students, tourists and workers may overstay or fail to fulfil visa
requirements (Vaughan & Huennekens, 2018);

¢ individuals may experience a relationship breakdown which invalidates a
spousal visa (Voolma, 2018); and

¢ failed asylum seekers may become undocumented when they have
exhausted their rights to appeal (IPPR, 2006).

These status changes often occur long after migrants have crossed borders. In comparison

with the academic interest in Chinese smuggling operations, much less is known about Chinese
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migrants who shift to an undocumented status when they are already in destination countries.
This gap in the literature stands in contrast with the North American scholarship on Latino
migrants. For example, there is an extensive literature about undocumented Latino young people
who transitioned to illegality when they reached adulthood (prominent examples include Abrego,
2006 and Gonzales, 2011). Scholars of Chinese migration who have engaged with this topic of
diverse pathways into irregular status are scant, but I found three exceptions in the international
literature.

The first example is drawn from the United States. As part of a larger project, Hsin and
Aptekar (2022) interviewed ten undocumented Chinese migrants in New Y ork, four of whom
had entered the US irregularly and six of whom had overstayed a tourist visa. Hsin and Aptekar
found that there were differences between Chinese visa overstayers and Chinese irregular
entrants. For example, migrants from urban areas in China were more likely to acquire a US
tourist visa than individuals from rural areas and small cities who struggled to obtain travel
documents in China. Additionally, the requirement for Chinese citizens to provide proof of
significant financial means to obtain a US tourist visa meant that visa overstayers had access to
more economic resources than irregular entrants. They also experienced less trauma during
migration journeys which were described as uneventful in contrast with the highly traumatic
journeys experienced by those who were smuggled into the US. Such higher levels of capital and
direct journeys to the US meant that Chinese visa overstayers were more likely to be granted
asylum compared with irregular entrants as visa overstayers had the resources to pay for asylum
applications and associated legal representation. Additionally, the direct routes they took to the
US contrasted with the journeys of irregular entrants who often experienced non-linear migration

journeys which involved stays in third countries which were considered ‘safe’. The authors
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suggested that migrants’ different pathways into undocumented status were affected by pre-
migratory background and, in turn, affect migrants’ chances of regularisation in destination
countries.

The second example is Liu Farrer’s (2008) mixed methods study of Fujianese student visa
overstayers in Japan. Liu-Farrer drew on: a survey of 218 Chinese migrants; interviews with 45
Fujianese migrants; and participant observation with Fujianese migrants in Tokyo and the
surrounding areas. The survey revealed that Fujianese students in Japan were much more likely
than Chinese students from other regions to become undocumented migrants. Through grounded
analysis of the qualitative data, Liu-Farrer concluded that Fujianese students’ closed social
networks in Tokyo, which were comprised of largely undocumented migrants from Fujian,
facilitated the move from regular student to irregular migrant worker. Within this network,
becoming undocumented was a cultural norm and a logical means of survival. Although Liu-
Farrer acknowledged that some Fujianese students used student visas as a means of entry to work
and earn in Japan, she found that, in the main, her participants did not plan to trade in their
student status for an irregular status. Rather, they were forced to make the shift, due to the lack
of financial support for international students in Japan and the availability of work through their
Fujianese relatives, friends and contacts. In this respect, Liu-Farrer argued, becoming
undocumented may be a “social process” for Chinese migrants rather than a planned mode of
entry (2008, p.255). Liu-Farrer’s study raised questions about the extent of agency
undocumented Chinese migrants can exercise in relation to their migration status, especially
those from regions associated with irregular migration, such as Fujian.

The third example, a study conducted by Bloch, Sigona and Zetter (2014) in the UK,

focused on the experiences of undocumented young people and resonated with the findings of
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Liu-Farrer’s (2008) study. Bloch et al. (2014) conducted in depth interviews with 75
undocumented young people (aged 18-31), 16 of whom had migrated from China. Participants
included rejected asylum seekers, visa overstayers and individuals who had arrived irregularly.
Although the focus of the study was the intersection between youth, migration status and agency,
a key thread of the analysis centred on ‘undocumentedness’ as a fluid and mobile status. Bloch et
al. (2014) found that young people described ’illegality’ as an “episode in their life story”, rather
than an endpoint (p.152). This suggests that undocumented migration needs to be located within
migrants’ life stories, rather than examined as an isolated phenomenon.

Bloch et al.’s (2014) study provided important information about undocumented Chinese
migrants in the UK, which was grounded in migrants’ own experiences and perceptions. The
authors identified features of Chinese migrants’ experiences that were unique or exaggerated in
comparison with the other national/ ethnic groups in the studies. However, perhaps due to the
inclusion of migrants from a variety of sending countries, participants’ pre-migratory
experiences and background, such as region of origin, rural/urban background, and language,
were not addressed in any depth in the study.

These three studies, although illuminating, paint a patchy picture of the experiences of
Chinese migrants who shifted to an undocumented within the national borders of their
destination countries. Taken together, the findings of these diverse studies suggest four key
points: 1) undocumented migration status is not only a planned mode of entry, but also a social
process in which Chinese migrants may move from a regular to an irregular status out of
necessity rather than choice; ii) irregular status requires examination as an episode within

migrants’ life stories, rather than an isolated phenomenon; iii) migrants’ pathway into
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irregularity is affected by their background and, iv) in turn, their pathway into irregularity affects

their chances of regularisation.

2.4 Irregular status and employment

Another major thread in the literature on undocumented Chinese migrants focused on
employment. Below, | have organised the discussion of the literature about irregular status and
employment around three key themes identified from the studies reviewed: 1) the type of
employment and working conditions experienced by undocumented Chinese migrants; ii) the
nature of work in the Chinese restaurant and takeaway; and, iii) debates concerning the extent of
irregular migrant agency vs their vulnerability in the workplace. In this section, I focus largely
on literature related to the UK context, as there was sufficient material to capture a sense of the
working lives of undocumented migrants. However, I have alluded to studies in other migration

destinations for the purpose of comparison in several places.

2.4.1 Types of employment and working conditions

Previous research has established that the types of employment available to undocumented
Chinese migrant varied depending on the economic conditions of the receiving country. Chinese
ethnic enclaves have developed in different industries, often in response to the economic
opportunities available to migrant employees and entrepreneurs in each national context. For
example, undocumented Chinese migrants have been found to work: in the Chinese-run garment
industry in Southern Europe (see Ceccagno, 2003 on Chinese in Italy); in small shops and market

stalls trading in Chinese exports in Eastern Europe (see Nyiri, 2003, on Chinese migrants in
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Hungary, Russia, Romania, former Yugoslavia and the Czech Republic) and in Chinese catering
in North-western Europe (Benton & Gomez, 2008; Pieke et al., 2004 on Chinese in Britain and
Fujianese in Europe, respectively). A unifying theme is that, for most undocumented labourers,
work in Chinese ethnic enclaves is the only and, often, preferred choice due to connections along
linguistic or hometown ties and the understanding that Chinese employers will not require
documents (Bloch, Sigona & Zetter, 2014; Bloch & McKay, 2016).

In the UK, undocumented Chinese migrants’ working conditions have been examined in a
series of empirical publications and reports. For example, Bloch and McKay (2016) conducted a
qualitative study of undocumented migrant workers and employers in ethnic enclaves in London
(the sample included 20 undocumented Chinese migrants). They found that undocumented
labourers prioritised finding and maintaining work above any other aspect of their lives in
London. Despite this prioritisation, migrants found it difficult to find employment and, once in
work, they experienced chronic job insecurity. Many migrants were aware that they would be
dismissed if their employers became nervous about immigration raids, or if their business
decreased. As irregular workers, they understood that they were at the bottom of the employment
hierarchy and, compared to their documented colleagues, they undertook the least skilled roles
and earned the lowest wages with no sick pay, holiday, or overtime. With no safety net, no
savings and no access to welfare, undocumented migrants felt powerless to contest the working
conditions they were subjected to. A similar description of the working lives of undocumented
Chinese migrants can be found in Kagan, Lo, Mok, Lawthom, Sham, Greenwood and Baines’
(2011) study of Chinese migrants’ forced labour in Manchester and Bloch, Sigona and Zetter’s

(2014) examination of the experiences of young undocumented migrants in London, the

33



Northwest and the West Midlands. Together, these studies suggest that working conditions for
undocumented migrants from China and other national groups were poor.

Unfortunately, it has been suggested that coercion in the workplace is not just confined to
migrants with an irregular status. Wu, Guo and Sheehan (2010), in their report about the working
conditions of Chinese migrants in the West Midlands, found that Chinese workers subject to a
work permit also experienced forced labour in both Chinese catering and Traditional Chinese
Medicine clinics. Wu, Guo and Sheehan reported that employers regularly confiscated work-
permit holders’ passports after their arrival in the UK to prevent them from finding work
elsewhere. Employers also took large cash deposits and deducted wages from workers to
incentivise them to stay, despite the poor working conditions and low pay. Afraid of losing their
work permit and, consequently, sabotaging their chance of acquiring permanent residence in the
UK, Chinese workers had few options but to remain with their exploitative employers. Workers’
limited knowledge of UK immigration laws and poor grasp of English further exacerbated
migrant workers’ vulnerability. In comparison with undocumented Chinese workers who were
not dependent upon their employers for their immigration status, Wu, Guo and Sheehan (2010)
suggested that work-permit holders were tied to their employers by their permits, which created a
form of bonded labour. In this respect, the authors suggested that both undocumented and semi-
documented status may result in vulnerability and exploitation in the workplace. The differences
and commonalities between different migration statuses and how they shape the work

experiences of Chinese migrants require further examination.
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2.4.2 The nature of work in the Chinese restaurant and takeaway

In the UK, Chinese migrants’ experiences of work in the Chinese catering industry has
received most attention in empirical studies. This is likely because the Chinese catering industry
is the major source of work for Chinese with an irregular migration status in the UK. Other jobs
include working in construction and in private domestic roles, such as a nanny or cleaner (Kagan
etal., 2011; Bloch & McKay, 2016). According to Benton and Gomez’s (2008) historical
analysis of the Chinese in Britain, Chinese catering replaced and, in terms of the small scale and
private business model, imitated the earlier Chinese laundries that had developed to serve the
mostly male Chinese seafarers around major British ports. The Chinese chef, waitress and
takeaway worker have become predominant stereotypes of the Chinese in the UK (Chau & Yu,
2001). As restaurants and takeaways have, historically, been largely owned by Chinese migrants
from the New Territories and other Southeast Asian Chinese migrants, undocumented Chinese
with less capital and fewer social networks have tended to be employed as waged labourers
rather than entrepreneurs (Pieke et al., 2004). In the discussion below, I review literature related
to the nature of work in Chinese restaurants and takeaways in the UK. This literature sets the
scene for the empirical chapters of this thesis in which the majority of the participants had
worked or were working in Chinese restaurants or takeaways at the time of their interviews.

Perhaps the most detailed accounts of work in Chinese restaurants and takeaways were
conducted by Kay (1990) and Song (1999). Both studies, although not specifically focused on
irregular Chinese migrants, captured the experience of working in Chinese catering
establishments in the UK. They stand out in the broader literature about Chinese migrant workers
as both Kay and Song focused on the experiences of women and children, respectively. Kay’s

(1990) ethnography of a Chinese restaurant in Manchester, for example, detailed both the
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occupational demands of the work of a waitress (what Kay termed the “forgotten whatness”,
p-190) and the role of gender and ethnicity in the Chinese restaurant. Kay described the skills
required to work as waitress in a Chinese restaurant as both practical — the competencies of
waitressing — and interactional — the skills involved in managing customers, staff and the boss. In
her analysis of gender in the restaurant, Kay described a dynamic in which both subtle and
explicit actions, comments and non-verbal behaviours by both customers and male colleagues
worked to exert power over the female workers. She also delineated in her analysis between the
“out front” (p.194), or customer-facing, space of the restaurant and the “out back” (p.200) space.
Waitresses constantly juggled the demands of the two spaces and faced different forms of gender
discrimination in each. Song’s (1999) study of Chinese takeaways shared certain similarities
with Kay’s ethnography in that Song also focused on gender and interactions in the setting.
However, reflective of the family business model of the Chinese takeaway in the UK, Song
focused on how the takeaway affected family life and how family life served the needs of the
business. She argued that family life was ordered by the demands of the Chinese takeaway:
children grew up in the takeaway, with almost every aspect of their daily lives and their
decisions about the future made with reference to the family business. Both studies were
conducted over two decades ago and focused on the established Cantonese and Hakka-speaking
Chinese in the UK, many of whom migrated in the 1960s and 70s, had a regular migration status
and ran family takeaways or restaurants. They captured the working dynamics of Chinese
restaurants and takeaways before the influx of ‘new’ migrants from mainland China from the
1990s onwards. Their descriptions of work and workplace relations in the Chinese restaurant and
takeaway provide background material that helps to contextualise later studies about the specific

experiences of undocumented Chinese workers.
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In two more recent studies, the conditions that undocumented migrant workers experienced
in Chinese restaurants and takeaways were described in some detail and the findings resonated
with the observations of gender and daily life in earlier studies. For example, Bloch and McKay
(2016) found a gender difference in the division of labour in Chinese restaurants: kitchen work
was mostly undertaken by men, whereas women found work in front of house roles. Job roles
were clearly defined, and pay was generally fixed in relation to role. The fact that food and
accommodation was provided as part of the job (often subject to a deduction in wages) made the
prospect of losing work frightening. It also had the effect of workers rarely leaving the restaurant
which created a sense of entrapment. A 48 year old Chinese migrant in Bloch and McKay’s
study described his experience of kitchen work as “suffocating”, pointing to the ”smoke”, “puffs
from the steam”, “the noise [that] comes from the extraction fan”, and the “fierce” heat from the
oven (p.177). These physical conditions combined with the reliance on employment for survival
led to migrants feeling trapped. Furthermore, according to Bloch and McKay, restaurants and
takeaways did offer opportunities for progression — from kitchen porter, for example, to a more
skilled kitchen role, such as cooking rice and noodles. However, undocumented migrants were
rarely employed as chefs and their progression plateaued once they reached a certain level.
Although migration status was important, Chinese participants in Bloch and McKay’s study
referred to the importance of their relationships with the head chef or the manger as the
determining factor in whether conditions were tolerable or not. For this reason, workplace
relations were important matters.

In a recent ethnography of employment in two Chinese catering businesses in Sheffield, Li
(2019) found evidence that work conditions had deteriorated for undocumented workers in recent

years. The Chinese migrants with whom Li worked alongside were keenly aware of the
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increasingly stringent immigration laws in the UK. They reported that job opportunities were
scarce for undocumented workers because of employers’ fears of receiving large fines if they
were found to have employed an irregular worker. Alongside these changes in immigration laws,
the increase in international Chinese students in the UK, mostly from North China, increased
competition for low-skilled work in restaurants and takeaways as many students sought work in
front of house positions. To find work, according to Li, undocumented migrants were forced to
move frequently around the country and to rely on regional ties to open employment
opportunities. Once in work, incidents of miscommunication and mistrust were commonplace in
Chinese restaurants and takeaways as migrants from different regions and nations tried to work
alongside each other.

Given the difficult working conditions, the physically arduous nature of kitchen work, the
complex relationships between workers, the job insecurity for undocumented Chinese migrants,
and the sense of entrapment, it is curious that very little information has been compiled about the
effect of this type of work on Chinese migrants’ health. The amount of time required to pay back
migration debts, the pressure to make a success of the migration project economically and the
limited routes to regularisation in the UK means that migrants are likely to endure these
conditions for years, and perhaps for decades. There is limited information available about the
effect of work in Chinese restaurants and takeaways over time. In their 2010 report on the
working conditions of Chinese migrants in the West Midlands, Wu, Guo and Sheehan (2010)
included some brief examples of the type of physical and mental health problems that emerged in
their survey. These included: sciatica from long periods standing in kitchens, heart problems due

to long working hours combined with late nights in Chinese casinos, lung cancer due to frequent
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smoking, and depression and despondency due to the need to endure these conditions for years.
With limited access to healthcare, most migrants ignored their symptoms and continued to work.
Together, these studies suggest that work in Chinese restaurants and takeaways was both
physically arduous and emotionally taxing. Workplace relationships were difficult and recent
studies suggested that the increased heterogeneity of Chinese migrants in the UK in the past two

decades has led to frequent miscommunication which likely limited solidarity in the workplace.

2.4.3 Agency and vulnerability in work

It has been suggested in the literature that irregular Chinese workers, although undoubtedly
subject to poor working conditions in the context of complex social systems, were not passive
victims of exploitative employers. Instead, authors have found that Chinese migrants made use
of the resources available to them to avoid the harshest abuses of the workplace. For example,
they drew on social networks to source information about employers and to seek alternative
employment if they felt disrespected or underpaid (Bloch et al., 2014; Hiah & Staring, 2016; Wu
& Liu, 2012). Undocumented migrant women who were subjected to sexual harassment in the
workplace were, according to Kagan et al. (2011), able to remove themselves from the situation
by seeking alternative work and using their networks to conduct veracity checks on future
employers. Bloch et al. (2014) also found that migrant workers relied on friends and relatives to
loan money during periods of unemployment and to borrow documents to conduct trade. In
periods of labour shortages for Chinese restauranteurs, employers have been found to rely on
their employees to introduce other workers to fill vacancies and, for this reason, a reputation as a
fair employee has been found to hold value in the Chinese economy (Wu & Liu, 2012). In some

rare cases, violence against employers has been reported as a method through which migrants
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have obtained deducted or withheld wages (see, for example, Pieke et al., 2004; Hiah & Staring,
2016; Wu & Liu, 2012). Despite their inability to contest poor working conditions, Bloch and
McKay (2016) found that Chinese workers in London were strategic: they relied on their
networks, leveraged their skills, and used their ability to be mobile to better their position. In an
earlier qualitative study of undocumented young migrants in the UK, Bloch (2013) argued that
migrants (including Chinese migrants) strategically developed knowledge about employment
opportunities to enable them to find work whilst concealing their status: they carefully
considered which jobs offered the best conditions, which employers would ask for documents
and which would not, who was safe to approach and who to avoid. In these micro judgements
and strategies, Bloch (2013) argued that undocumented migrants used their agency and
judgements to carefully locate themselves in the co-ethnic economy.

However, the authors reviewed above rarely denied that migrant workers’ abilities to
exercise agency in the workplace were constrained. The key argument of Lawthom, Kagan,
Baines, Lo, Sham, Mok, Greenwood and Guale’s (2013) qualitative study of Chinese migrants’
experiences of work was that family responsibilities rendered workers more vulnerable to
coercion by employers. Those with families to support, both in China and in the UK, were most

willing to tolerate the harshest forms of exploitation in work. Lawthom et al. (2013) drew on

traditional Chinese cultural conceptions of filial piety (2) to describe the psychological pressure

that participants felt to pay back migration debts owed to family with interest and to make a

success of their migration economically to contribute to their family’s success. The authors also

invoked the Chinese concept of ‘face’ (f) to explain why Chinese migrants were unwilling to

share the hardships they had experienced in work with their family in China. This psychological
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pressure combined with the need to conceal difficulties led to chronic stress and isolation. In one
startling example, a participant in the study described how he had read stories in the Chinese
press about irregular migrants who had jumped off the London Bridge due to the pressure they
experienced. To avoid this fate, he decided to adjust his expectations and allow himself up to ten
years to pay back the debt owed to his family and to make an economic success of his migration.
The personal cost of this decision was implied.

Lawthom and colleagues’ (2013) important finding about the intersection of work and
family responsibilities was possible because of the methodological approach adopted. The
authors conducted interviews with 32 Chinese forced labourers (most of whom had an
undocumented status). They combined both thematic and narrative approaches to analysis to
identify the commonalities across the data set, whilst retaining a sense of the personal stories
behind key themes. The authors presented participants’ long-form stories, using composites of
both the researchers’ summaries alongside participants’ verbatim accounts. This presentation of
long form narratives is rare in the scholarship on undocumented Chinese migration and provided
the basis for an analysis of the emotional and psychological lives of the participants. This
perhaps reflects the disciplinary background of the main authors, Lawthom and Kagan, who are
community psychologists, in a field that is largely dominated by anthropologists of Chinese
diaspora, demographers of China, and sociologists of migration. By foregrounding the individual
stories of Chinese migrant workers, Lawthom et al. captured the internal struggles and pressures
that affected their experiences of work. Perhaps the key message was that undocumented
migrants’ experiences of work cannot be understood without consideration of their family and

social relationships. These are the themes that I turn to in the next section of this chapter.
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2.5 Family relationships, social networks and encounters with institutions

In contrast with the preoccupation with the means and methods of irregular border crossing
in the earliest published literature, more recent studies related to undocumented Chinese
migration have examined migrants’ personal relationships, their social worlds and their social
needs. In the discussion that follows, I review the literature that related specifically to
undocumented Chinese migrants’; family relationships, near and far; transnational social

networks; and, encounters with institutions and professionals.

2.5.1 Family relationships, near and far

Whilst many of the key texts already discussed in this chapter note the importance of family
relationships in terms of migrant motivations (Pieke et al., 2004) and willingness to tolerate
difficult working conditions (Lawthom et al., 2013), few studies have examined the affect of
irregular migration on family relationships. This is curious given the commonly reported pattern
of family migration in which men often migrated first, followed by their wives and, perhaps after
acquiring a regular status, their children. The work of two scholars, Hong Chen and Simeng
Wang, stand out against the broader body of knowledge about Chinese emigration due to their
focus on the intimate family lives of Chinese migrants, including those subjected to an irregular
status.

First, media and communications scholar, Hong Chen, examined Chinese migrants’
experiences of family separation and their use of Information Communication Technology (ICT)
to sustain transnational family practices. In a series of three connected publications that drew on
a three-year, multi-sited ethnography, he examined the perspectives of: 45 mostly undocumented

Chinese migrants in London who had endured long term separation from their families in China;
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38 left-behind children; and 33 left-behind guardians (including mothers, fathers, grandparents
and aunts) in Fuqing, Fujian, China (Chen, 2019; 2020; 2022). Chen’s first publication from this
data set focused on the London-based migrant parents’ use of video calls and social media to
parent their children from afar (2019). Chen found that ICT was used to extend both typical (by
which he meant traditional and patriarchal) and atypical parenting practices in transnational
Chinese families. He argued that parenting practices were shaped by migrants’ age, migration
status, gender and background. Participants who had been smuggled into the UK, were over the
age of 50 and had migrated from rural areas in China, were most likely to be influenced by
traditional Chinese conceptions of parenting. Such conceptions assigned different roles to
mothers and fathers: mothers were expected to offer care and love whilst fathers were
responsible for children’s discipline and obliged to provide financially for the family.
Interestingly, single migrant mothers in the UK who had acquired regular migration status were
found to adopt atypical parenting practices which inverted traditional conceptions of mothers’
roles. When regular status gave women opportunities for stable employment, they found a sense
of freedom and autonomy in the UK, separated from the daily responsibilities of caring for their
left-behind children. Chen’s 2019 article also offered insight into the emotional dimensions of
being an undocumented parent. For undocumented women, the strongest emotions were caused
by the “moral burden of being an absent mother” (p.1819). Undocumented men, on the other
hand, felt inadequate if they were unable to fulfil their perceived duty to provide financially for
their children due to the insecure employment and debts associated with their migration status.
For such fathers, mobile communication with their children became “a painful reminder of their

neglect of fathering duties” (p.1819).
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Finally, Chen’s study of left-behind women (2022) painted a picture of the complex
negotiations that take place between absent migrant parents and present parents or caregivers.
Although some wives enjoyed the lifestyle afforded by the remittances sent by the migrant
partner, they experienced a deep sense of insecurity exacerbated by rumours amongst returnee
migrants, about their husbands’ fidelity. Left-behind wives also worried that the loss of affection
in their relationships with their husbands would lead to remittances no longer being sent home.
Grandmothers, too, feared that complaining about the demands of childcare and their own health
issues to migrant parents would affect the social security that migrant relatives would provide to
them in their older age. Grandmothers in the study felt increasingly insecure when their migrant
children gained legal status in the UK as they feared that migrants’ attention and economic
resources would become focused on the receiving country. This finding challenged the dominant
assumption in the literature that regularisation was a positive and sought-after status. Instead,
Chen’s research suggested a more complex conception of shifts between regular and irregular
migration statuses amongst transnational Chinese families.

Whilst Chen’s work offered a rare insight into Chinese migrant family separation, Wang’s
2021 study of Chinese migrants in Paris included an analysis of family reunification. Wang
conducted a four-year ethnography to explore how Chinese migrants, some of whom were
undocumented, responded psychologically to their social conditions as immigrants in France.
Her ethnography, in which she collected 180 cases for analysis, focused on both psychiatric care
facilities and other public and private places in Chinese migrants’ lives. One thread of Wang’s
analysis focused on the left-behind children of Chinese migrants who were subjected to an
irregular status in Paris: a group Wang labelled “abandoned children, sacrificed children”

(p.115). In a chapter-long discussion, Wang examined the experiences of Chinese children who,
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having been ‘abandoned’ in China and left to live with grandparents, were later brought to Paris,
often via human smugglers, at the request of their undocumented parents. Wang found that the
family reunion was disappointing and led to significant emotional and psychological difficulties
for the children and discord for the families. Having endured long and dangerous journeys
facilitated by snakeheads, many children of undocumented parents experienced complex
intergenerational relationships and roles upon their arrival in Paris. They were expected to
support their parents and siblings who were born in France through language brokering,
administrative tasks and helping in family businesses. However, the experience of being
abandoned, and then being brought to Paris with no status security to live in constant fear of
deportation, created familial conflict. Young people experienced embarrassment due to their
parents’ low level of education, poor grasp of French, and limited social capital in France. They
also felt suffocated by their cramped living spaces and questioned why they were brought to
France to endure such difficulties. Over time, Wang found that many young people developed
psychiatric disorders, depression and despondency in response to these social conditions. The
existence of an ‘illness clause’ in French immigration law meant that such psychological
disorders could be used as a resource by undocumented families to secure regular migration
status (see Wang, 2020, for a discussion of the ‘illness clause’ and undocumented migration).
Being ‘used’ as a resource in this way created emotional distance between these Chinese young
people and their parents.

Wang’s (2021) book also captured another form of family conflict experienced by
undocumented Chinese migrants: the dissonance caused by the narrative of migration, cultivated
by family members and return migrants, compared with the harsh realities of an undocumented

life in Paris. Migrants’parents and relatives who had migrated before them had created an image
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of life in Paris as characterised by money, leisure and glamour. This image was at odds with the
living conditions with which undocumented migrants were faced. For many, the psychological
effect of their shattered illusions of migration were exacerbated by the sense that they had been
subjected to a family deceit.

Taken together, the work of Chen and Wang offer valuable insights into the intimate lives of
undocumented Chinese migrants and their family relationships, both near and far. Both authors
illustrated how undocumented migration, protracted family separation and eventual reunification
led to intergenerational conflict. The illusions of migration contrasted sharply with the reality of
migrants’ harsh social conditions and the emotional and practical difficulties involved in
negotiating with left-behind family members. Both Chen and Wang evidenced the deep
emotional and psychological affect that these complex family dynamics had on undocumented
Chinese migrants’ inner lives. Such family dynamics require examination in the study of

irregular Chinese migration.

2.5.2 Transnational social networks

The role of social networks in undocumented Chinese migrants’ everyday lives is a
contested issue in the literature. Whilst few scholars disagree that migrants’ networks are an
important resource for facilitating and sustaining an undocumented life, the strength of such
networks and the availability of social and economic resources via social networks are topics of
debate.

Prominent European China scholars, Pieke, Nyiri, Thune and Ceccagno (2004), placed
social networks at the forefront of their interpretation of Fujianese migration to Europe. In their

three-year multi-sited ethnography, the authors conceptualised migration from Fujian to Europe
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through the lens of transnationalism, which was grounded in the authors’ broader theoretical
framework of Chinese globalisation. They argued that Fujianese emigration can be understood as
one element in the movement of goods, ideas, trade, and people from China to the rest of the
world, which accelerated at pace from the 1990s. In their reading of Fujianese migration (both
regular and irregular), migrants were part of large and complex social and familial networks
which connected individuals with China, and with other international destinations where
Fujianese migrants had settled. Pieke and colleagues, in their discussion of transnational
practices, depicted Fujianese migrants as highly mobile individuals who used their social
networks to travel to different areas in Europe and to bypass the varied and changing
immigration policies developed by different European nation states. By drawing on the resources
of their social networks, according to Pieke et al., Fujianese migrants seized opportunities for
regular status, employment, business, education, and family reunification in different parts of
Europe. Similar depictions of Chinese migrants (with both regular and irregular statuses) from
other regions and in other European destinations can be found in the European scholarship (see,
for example, Guerassimof, 2003, on the Zhejiangese in France). Through this transnational lens,
irregular status was constructed as a fluid bureaucratic status ascribed by nation states, rather
than a static condition, which may be circumnavigated or, in some circumstances, preferred by
Chinese migrants.

In contrast, Benton and Gomez (2008), in their historical study of the Chinese in Britain,
have criticised the lack of “historic depth” in transnational studies of Chinese diasporas (p.9).
They argued that the practices associated with transnationalism, often connected with
contemporary ideas of globalisation, are long-standing behaviours of diasporas when considered

in historical perspective. According to Benton and Gomez (2008), studies such as Pieke et al.’s
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(2004) treat Chinese migrants as homogenous groups with unified regional and linguistic
identities: they obfuscate the connections that migrants make in their destination countries and
overstate migrants’ enduring orientation toward China.

Further, the findings of a series of sociological studies conducted in the UK also challenged
the depiction of undocumented Chinese migrants as transnational and agentic individuals. For
example, Bloch and McKay’s (2016) examination of undocumented migrants, ethnic enclaves
and networks in the UK presented the everyday realities of undocumented migrants in starkly
different terms to the image that emerged from Pieke et al.’s (2004) work. Bloch and McKay
conducted interviews with 55 undocumented migrants and 24 ethnic enclave employers in
London (20 of whom were from China). They argued that, whilst undocumented migrants
actively sought to develop their networks to access employment opportunities, their networks
were resource poor and offered poor prospects for social mobility. When difficulties arose, such
as child illness, or encounters with immigration enforcement, migrants’ social networks could
not be drawn upon for support. Bloch and McKay also found that undocumented migrants faced
barriers to the development of their social relationships: fear of detection, limited language skills,
long working hours, and the provision of accommodation alongside work meant that many
undocumented migrants had few opportunities to socialise outside of small groups of colleagues
and they experienced intense loneliness. Migrants in the study also had to think carefully about
who to trust: friendships were often lost when migrants shifted to an irregular status and were
forced to conceal their circumstances. Additionally, moving from location to location for work
negatively affected social relationships. Interestingly, Sigona (2012), whose findings about the
social worlds of undocumented migrants resonated with Bloch and McKay’s, also found that

length of time in the UK did not correlate with more extensive social networks or stronger ties
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with others. Instead, a lack of status over time could destroy relationships and lead to migrants
internalising a sense of shame and distrust of others.

From these published studies about the social networks of undocumented Chinese migrants,
two contrasting images emerge. In the seminal work of Pieke et al. (2004), they were presented
as agentic and autonomous individuals who made use of transnational social networks to seek
opportunities, to improve their social and economic standing, and to meet personal and family
goals. Yet, in more recent accounts (such as Bloch & McKay, 2016; Sigona, 2012),
undocumented Chinese migrants were portrayed as lonely individuals, with weak social ties.
Their social networks were found to be resource-poor and burdensome. They faced multiple
barriers to relationship building, including limited time, limited language skills, and few
opportunities to socialise. Additionally, fear of immigration enforcement led to internalised
feelings shame and distrust of others. Perhaps the most pertinent point that can be drawn from
these wider debates is that it cannot be assumed that migrants have access to a resource rich,
transnational network which will sustain their undocumented life. Similarly, assumptions that
Chinese undocumented migrants can draw on co-ethnic solidarity and support in destination
countries may be damaging. Instead, the impact of their immigration status on their social
networks and the level of social and economic resources available to undocumented migrants

require exploration in the context of their specific circumstances.

2.5.3 Encounters with institutions and professionals

Relatively few studies examined undocumented Chinese migrants’ interactions with
institutions and professionals in their destination countries. However, my search did reveal a

small number of studies in which Chinese migrants’ interactions with health and welfare services
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were examined. In the discussion below, I review studies related to undocumented Chinese
migrants’ interactions with; healthcare services, community services; and police.

First, the search revealed a handful of studies which focused on specific health practices and
needs of undocumented Chinese migrants in various national contexts. For example, Wang,
Rathbone and Millard’s (2021) ethnographic study of a Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM)
clinic in London found that undocumented Chinese migrants who accessed the clinic: had
limited knowledge about mainstream healthcare services; lacked understanding about their
eligibility for services; and they preferred to deal with Chinese-speaking clinicians. The authors
also claimed that undocumented migrants were at a higher risk of ill health compared with other
users of the clinic because: they often had no medical records; their experiences of long and
difficult migration journeys with other migrants created specific health risks; their long working
hours and intense workload led to physical ailments; and they rarely followed up on the advice of
clinicians to have further medical tests or to purchase medication. These findings resonated with
the results of a quantitative study of health practices in New York’s Chinatown, conducted by
Liang and Zhou (2016). They found that undocumented Chinese migrants, compared with their
documented counterparts, worked longer hours and were less likely to see a doctor if they
experienced illness. Studies have also indicated that undocumented Chinese migrants:
experienced a high level of comorbidities; often presented at healthcare organisations at a late
stage with severe symptoms and they required immediate treatment (see Seidler, Novak-Zezula
& Trummer, 2019, in Vienna); they often prioritised work over medical care; and they
demonstrated a poor understanding of health conditions and treatment plans (Kang, Rapkin,
Springer & Kim, 2003). Together, these studies suggest that undocumented Chinese migrants

experienced significant barriers to accessing mainstream healthcare which, given the health risks
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they face, is likely to incur a personal cost on individual migrants and, potentially, a public
health cost.

Second, Sigona and Hughes’ (2012) research report about irregular migrant children in the
UK provided a rare insight into the interactions between undocumented families and a variety of
community services. The report was based on interviews with 53 irregular migrants (including
10 parents of undocumented Chinese children) and 30 professionals, including: healthcare
workers, educators, local authority officials, MPs and non-statutory support workers. Sigona and
Hughes argued that the birth of a child and a child starting school were key transitions in
undocumented migrants’ family lives in the UK when they encountered professional services.
These encounters led to anxiety and fear for undocumented parents, who were afraid of
deportation, confused by bureaucratic processes and had limited English language skills to
navigate services. This led to parental anxiety which, according to Sigona and Hughes, created
family environments that were characterised by chronic stress. This picture of stressed families
subjected to irregular statuses resonated with the findings of Yoshikawa’s (2011) major study of
immigrant families in the US. From the perspective of the professional interviewees in Sigona
and Hughes’ study, many felt frustrated about the conflict between their support roles and the
perceived pressure to be involved in the enforcement of immigration policies. The context of
limited public funding for services and regular service restructures also led to the disappearance
of services and breakdowns in relationships between professionals and undocumented families.
The study illustrated the difficulties involved in professional relationship building between
undocumented families and service providers.

Finally, two studies, both conducted in the UK, outlined issues related to undocumented

Chinese migration and policing and community safety. In a report commissioned by Norfolk
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Constabulary in 2004, Ling and Pemberton presented the findings of their investigation into the
circumstances of undocumented Chinese migrants in Kings Lyn, Norfolk. The report was based
on interviews and informal conversations with eight undocumented Chinese migrants and key
informants. Although their report was localised to a small geographical area in England, the
authors presented several interesting findings about the relationship between Chinese migrants
and the wider community. For example, Ling and Pemberton found that Chinese migrants in
Kings Lyn experienced frequent racist attacks, which included robbery, abusive language in the
workplace, violence and vandalism in the community. Such attacks came from both the local
community and from Chinese gangs in the area. There was a low tendency to report these crimes
to police due to migrants’: lack of knowledge that racism was a crime; fear of deportation; fear
of revealing the identities of other irregular migrants; and limited English language to
communicate with police. Furthermore, migrants associated police with immigration
enforcement which deterred them from seeking help from community-based officers.

The conclusions of the Pemberton and Ling report resonated with the findings of Silverstone
and Whittle’s (2016) examination of police responses to Chinese criminal activity in the UK
(including irregular emigration). Drawing on interviews with law enforcement practitioners,
Silverstone and Whittle suggested that police struggled to disrupt criminality in UK Chinatowns,
such as people smuggling and the production of false identity documents, amongst other crimes.
Police faced issues with language barriers: when approached by Chinese individuals, they could
not understand if a crime were being reported, and they experienced difficulties gathering
evidence in relation to Chinese names, and documents which contained Chinese characters. The
title of Silverstone and Whittle’s article, “Forget it Jake, it’s Chinatown” alludes to the final

scene in the 1974 film, Chinatown. In this scene, the detective protagonist, Jake Gittes, was
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encouraged by his associate to drop a case of Chinese criminality due to the impenetrable nature
of the corruption and deviance at the heart of Los Angeles’ Chinatown. The title of the article,
although ironic, perpetuates a pejorative image of UK Chinatowns as places of criminality and
corruption. The title, along with the argument extended by Silverstone and Whittle, suggests that
in Chinatown, mainstream law enforcement officers were unable to disrupt Chinese ‘criminals’
or to protect Chinese ‘victims’, the most vulnerable of whom were undocumented Chinese
migrants. Unfortunately, the authors did not engage directly with the views of Chinese migrants

themselves.

2.6 Discussion of the literature

Having reviewed the literature retrieved that related to undocumented Chinese migration, |
now turn to the thematic and methodological patterns identified in the existing knowledge about
the topic. The discussion that follows is divided into three categories: major themes in the study
of undocumented Chinese migration; methodological approaches taken to the study of

undocumented migration; and research gaps and emerging areas of interest.

2.6.1 Major themes in the study of undocumented Chinese migration

Most of the early published studies about irregular Chinese migration were triggered by
tragic events that involved the smuggling and exploitation of Chinese migrants. The grounding
of the Golden Venture in New York in 1993 triggered academic interest in North America (e.g.
Chin, 1999; Smith, 1997; Zhang & Chin, 2002) and the deaths of Chinese migrants in a lorry in

2000 in Dover, a major port town in South East England and during the Morecambe Bay
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cockling disaster in 2004 in the North West of England appeared to trigger study in Europe and
in the UK (e.g. Beck, 2007; Pieke et al., 2004; Thune & Pieke, 2005; Thung, 2003; Song, 2004).
Media depictions of these events sensationalised the role of snakeheads and questioned why
Chinese migrants were willing to endure dangerous journeys and exploitative work overseas. In
many ways such events, and the way they were reported in the media, framed the academic study
of undocumented Chinese migration. Therefore, the predominant themes in the literature relate
to: the causes of irregular emigration from China and Chinese migrants’ exploitation in irregular
employment. Curiosity about clandestine Chinese border crossers and their arrival experiences
have remained at the forefront of the existing scholarship. Perhaps given some of the shocking
details of the operation of snakeheads and the conditions endured by undocumented Chinese
migrants that were reported in the media, the issue of migrant agency appears to have been an
important theme in the early academic studies. Chinese migrants have been constructed as
individuals with limited autonomy who were either coerced by snakeheads (a key focus of the
collection of essays edited by Smith, 1997, in relation to the smuggling of Chinese migrants to
the US) or for whom an undocumented status was an inevitability of their social environment
(Liu-Farrer, 2008). In contrast, they have also been portrayed as highly agentic individuals who
responded to state immigration policies flexibly (Pieke & Xiang, 2010) and could draw upon
social networks to enhance their social position through their migration project (Pieke et al.,
2004) and to resist the harshest abuses of precarious work in the informal labour market (Bloch
& McKay, 2016; Kagan et al., 2011). Yet almost all of the studies reviewed in this chapter
outline the hardships experienced by undocumented Chinese migrants and the constraints

imposed by an irregular status. In view of such contradictory depictions of migrant autonomy,
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the degree of agency that Chinese migrants subjected to an undocumented status were able to
exercise appears to be an unresolved issue in the literature.

The studies reviewed in relation to Chinese migrants’ employment experiences together
suggest that work demanded of migrants: long working hours with no breaks; few or no days off
and no holidays; low pay below minimum wage; unreasonable employer demands; physically
demanding work; bullying and harassment from employers and colleagues; and no recourse to
contest their poor working conditions (e.g., Bloch et al., 2014; Lawthom et al., 2013). The threat
of losing work and employers’ practice of withholding wages added to migrants’ sense of
instability and vulnerability (Bloch et al., 2014). In addition, the common practice of employers
providing accommodation alongside employment meant that many migrants had few
opportunities to leave their workplaces, to develop networks outside of work or to learn English
(Bloch et al., 2014: Lawthom et al., 2013). For this reason, the workplace emerged as an
important place in many of the studies reviewed, in which migrants spent most of their time.
Beyond the workplace, other places in which migrants socialised or frequented were rarely
considered. This means that a one-dimensional image of the lives of undocumented Chinese
migrants has emerged, in which their everyday lives outside of employment is largely missing
from the frame.

In the early studies of undocumented Chinese migration, family relationships were often
presented as central to the migration projects of individual migrants. For example, Pieke et al.
(2004) argued that, in the case of Fujianese migrants, individuals emigrated “as part of a family
strategy for advancement” and that the chief objective of most migrants was to earn money for
his or her family (p.195). However, the effect on Chinese migrants’ family relationships of an

irregular status and, specifically, the long family separations caused by the immobility imposed
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by an irregular status, have rarely received attention in the broad body of literature. A small
number of studies published in the last decade have attended to the family relationships and
practices of undocumented Chinese migrants in some depth (e.g., Chen, 2019; 2020; 2022;
Lawthom et al., 2013; & Wang, 2021). Together, the findings of such studies suggested that
family responsibilities affected migration decisions and work experiences (Lawthom et al., 2013)
and Chinese migrants often managed complex relationships, which evolved over time, with both
near and distant family (Chen, 2019; 2020; 2022; Wang, 2021). These complex family dynamics
can lead to significant conflict which, in turn, may shape the emotional lives and mental health of
undocumented Chinese migrants (Wang, 2021). These recent findings resonate with a turn in the
broader literature to the family transformations brought about by undocumented migration, in
which family separation and the associated estrangement and emotional distance is a nascent
thread of inquiry (see, for example, Gonzales, Sigona, Franco & Papoutsi, 2019, pp.121-143).
Whilst undocumented Chinese migrants’ social networks and informal, co-ethnic sources of
support have received considerable attention, migrants’ interactions with professionals and
institutions are understudied issues. The existing studies, which largely related to healthcare and
policing (e.g., Wang, Rathbone & Millard’s, 2021 & Silverstone & Whittle, 2016), indicated that
Chinese migrants experienced barriers to the development of supportive relationships with
professionals. These barriers related both to the constraints of an undocumented status, and also
to migrants’ language difficulties and limited knowledge of services and professionals’ limited
access to Chinese language interpreters /translators. Whilst many undocumented Chinese
migrants were reluctant to approach mainstream services, professionals felt conflicted by their
contradictory mandates to both support individual migrants in need, and to enforce immigration

controls (Sigona & Hughes, 2012). Consideration of Chinese migrants’ encounters with key
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professional groups, such as social workers and educators, was largely missing from the
literature. By contrast, undocumented Latino migrants’ encounters with a range of services and
professionals in the US is a more developed part of the broader scholarship related to irregular
migration (e.g., Gonzales, 2011 on education, Hall & Greenman, 2013 on housing, Jimenez,
2021 on healthcare and Slayter & Kriz, 2015 on social work encounters with undocumented
migrants).

Despite the inclusion of Chinese women in the empirical work conducted by many of the
authors reviewed in this chapter, few publications contained an analysis of how gender affected
the experiences of migrant women subjected to an irregular status. A select number of studies
about Chinese migrants’ work experiences attended to the differences in relation to gender. For
example, job opportunities for women were found to be limited to front of house roles in Chinese
restaurants and takeaways (Bloch & McKay, 2016; Li, 2019). Undocumented Chinese men, by
contrast, were able to secure kitchen roles which attracted higher wages, although their
progression and earning power was also constrained by an irregular status (Bloch & McKay,
2016). Interestingly, the employment sectors outside of Chinese catering that Chinese women
were employed in received little attention in the literature, aside from a brief mention in the work
of Kagan et al. (2011) of women’s roles in private domestic settings, as nanny or cleaner. In
Pai’s (2008) journalistic account of irregular Chinese migration to the UK, sex work featured as
a significant means of survival for many Chinese women without status. Such experiences were
poorly represented in the academic literature, likely due to the taboo nature of the topic and the
difficulties involved in gaining access to the research field. As detailed in the discussion above,
some studies related to the family relationships of undocumented Chinese migrants contained

observations about the influence of gender. For example, Chen (2019) found that Chinese
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mothers who had left children in China experienced more guilt compared with Chinese fathers.
Chen (2019) argued that the emotional difficulties involved in mothering left behind children
appeared to be exacerbated for undocumented Chinese women who were more likely to face
long separations due to the immobility of their status. They were also more likely to have
internalised traditional constructions of motherhood due to their largely rural backgrounds.
However, Chen (2019) also found that undocumented Chinese women could experience a sense
of liberation from traditional gender expectations if they were able to acquire status and achieve
economic and legal stability in the UK. Such insights about the effect of gender on the
experience of irregular emigration from China are illuminating. However, overall, gender was
not a key focus in the majority of the studies reviewed. The specific experiences of
undocumented migrant women from other national and cultural contexts have received more
considered analysis in the wider scholarship about irregular migration. For example,
undocumented women’s experiences of: sexual violence during migration journeys (e.g., Acosta
& Morris McEwen, 2022); pregnancy and antenatal and postnatal care (e.g., Munro, Jarvis,
Munoz, D’Souza, & Graves, 2013); and migrant mothering (e.g., Straut-Eppsteiner, 2021) have
been explored in more depth in the broader body of literature. The studies reviewed in this
chapter indicate that Chinese women’s experiences are likely to have been shaped by the
intersection of gender and an irregular status, yet gender was not a predominant lens of analysis

in the literature about undocumented Chinese migration.

2.6.2 Methodological approaches to the study of undocumented Chinese migration

Turning to the methodological approaches in the literature reviewed in this chapter, a key

strength is the number of multi-sited studies identified in this review. Several authors conducted
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fieldwork in both China and in destination countries and included in their analysis the social,
economic and political conditions of both contexts (e.g., Chen, 2019; Pieke et al., 2004; Zhang &
Chin, 2002). Fieldwork in China was commonly conducted in Fujian province, a region
associated with irregular emigration from China (as noted above). This multi-sited approach
leant a balanced quality to the literature and ensured that the role of China on the global stage
was incorporated into the analysis of irregular emigration (e.g., the argument advanced by Pieke
et al., 2004, in relation to “Chinese Globalisation” as the backdrop to emigration from Fujian to
Europe, p.9). This attention to both sending and receiving perspectives perhaps reflects the high
proportion of ethnically Chinese authors and co-researchers included in the review. Additionally,
the popularity of transnational studies since the 2000s and the influence of Wimmer and Glick
Schiller’s (2002) concept of methodological nationalism may have influenced the approach to
the study of undocumented Chinese migration. Alongside a strong focus on China as a sending
country, the destination countries studied in the literature were varied. Early studies largely
focused on Chinese emigration to the US (e.g., Chin, 1999; Smith, 1997; Zhang & Chin, 2002)
and were underpinned by the assumption that most emigrants who left China seeking a better life
overseas hoped to migrate to America. However, as new Chinese migrant configurations were
observed in increasingly diverse locations, the scholarship followed. Europe (e.g. Pieke et al.,
2004), and, in particular, the UK (e.g. Pieke & Xiang, 2010), France (Guerassimoff, 2003),
Hungary (Nyiri, 2003) and Italy (Ceccagno, 2003), became key sites of scholarship on the topic
of both regular and irregular Chinese migration, alongside Japan (Liu-Farrer, 2008) and, perhaps
surprisingly, Israel (Li, 2012). In view of the geographic diversity in the literature, some scholars
have stressed the importance of national and regional policies in shaping the experience of an

irregular status. For example, Thune and Pieke (2005) argued that migration from Fujian to
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Europe was highly specific and dependent on the policies and practices of both sending and
receiving regions. The attention paid to the policy and social contexts in both sending and
receiving countries in the studies reviewed appears to be aligned with Portes and Rumbaut’s
(2001) argument that both the conditions of exit and the conditions of reception shaped migrant
incorporation.

The predominant approach in the studies reviewed in this chapter was qualitative. Most
authors drew on qualitative methods such as: ethnographic fieldwork (e.g., Chen, 2019),
participant observation (Pieke et al., 2004), and in-depth interviews (Bloch & McKay, 2016).
The most commonly cited methods involved direct engagement with undocumented Chinese
migrants themselves. Curiously, despite this direct engagement, the perceptions and experiences
of undocumented Chinese migrants were rarely at the forefront of the earliest published studies
which, as already noted, were focused on the criminal and shocking aspects of Chinese
emigration. Journal article titles such as “Enter the dragon” (Zhang & Chin, 2002) and the more
recently published “Forget it, Jake, its Chinatown” (Silverstone and Whittle, 2016) were perhaps
designed to capture the attention of readers. However, arguably, these terms exoticized Chinese
migrants and suggested an association with crime and corruption. The effect of these language
choices was to distance Chinese migrants from the reader and from their human experiences. The
connection between migrants’ experience of irregular status and their broader life stories was not
a preoccupation of the early scholarship.

A major strength of recent scholarship is the attention to the inner worlds and constructions
of undocumented Chinese migrants. Authors such as Chen (2021) and Wang (2021) powerfully
captured the emotional worlds and inner lives of their interviewees. Lawthom et al.’s (2013)

narrative approach enabled the authors to present migrants’ life stories in a way that conveyed a
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sense of real people, who were transformed by migration, and forced to negotiate family
responsibilities under significant pressure as irregular migrant workers.

Interestingly, the studies reviewed contained limited attention to language. Given the
methodological difficulties involved in conducting cross language research, and in translating
and presenting Chinese terms and concepts into English, the literature is strangely silent on the
topic. Lawthom et al.’s (2013) study of forced labour amongst Chinese workers in the UK was
the only example retrieved during the literature search that deployed narrative methods.
Surprisingly, the authors omitted any discussion of: participants’ use of language; reflection on
the process of translating migrants’ narratives from Chinese languages into English; or the
multiple possible interpretations of Chinese characters used to construct the stories.

Finally, there is a paucity of quantitative research in the sample and in the wider literature
relating to undocumented migration. The hidden nature of irregular migration and the
connection between enumerating undocumented migrants and migration governance means that
populations of undocumented Chinese migrants cannot be accurately mapped for public planning

purposes or research sampling.

2.6.3 Research gaps and emerging areas of interest

From my analysis of the predominant themes and the major methodological approaches, I
have identified seven gaps in knowledge and emerging areas of interest. Extension of key
emerging issues and new methodological approaches are required to further develop
understanding of undocumented Chinese migrants’ experiences.

1) The experiences of migrants who shift to an undocumented status, away

from the border crossing event, have rarely been examined. The shift from an
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irregular to a regular or semi-regular status has also received limited attention in
the literature. Such knowledge gaps leave questions about: how migrants
experience shifts in and out of an undocumented status when they are distanced
by time from the sending country; and how such shifts affect migrants’ life course
and the identity they may have established in the destination country.

i1) Many of the studies reviewed in this chapter focused on Chinese migrants’
migration journeys and their arrival experiences in the destination country. Yet,
studies have shown that Chinese migrants often remained subject to an
undocumented status for up to and over a decade (e.g., Bloch & McKay, 2016).
Thus, the long-term experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants and their
Status journey over time remain under researched.

1i1) Given the evidence about Chinese migrants’ potentially difficult migration
journeys, precarious work lives and complex family and social worlds, it seems
intuitive that their emotional experiences require examination. Yet, few studies
have considered the emotional states of undocumented Chinese migrants as their
lives have unfolded (Wang’s 2021 study in Paris is a notable exception).
Questions about why and how migrants tolerate the hardships of an
undocumented life and how they find meaning and purpose remain only partially
answered by the literature.

iv) An analysis of the impact of gender on Chinese migrants’ experiences of
an undocumented status is missing from the literature. Gender was not found to be
a significant thread in the literature, despite the existence of individual studies

with interesting insights about gender in relation to transnational parenting and
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work in Chinese restaurants. The experiences that relate specifically to Chinese
migrant women, and the way in which gender may intersect with an
undocumented status, require further examination.

v) The studies reviewed largely represented the experiences of working-age
migrants. Much less is known about the views and experiences of undocumented
Chinese children and young people. The ethical challenges involved in accessing
undocumented groups may explain why children and young people, who are
likely to be vulnerable due to their age and status, were not the focus of any study
reviewed (see Sigona & Hughes 2012 for an account of the difficulties involved
in engaging Chinese children and young people in research). Undocumented
Chinese children and young people remain an under studied and potentially
vulnerable group.

vi) There has been limited attention to undocumented Chinese migrants’
interactions with institutions, welfare services and professionals. This means that
service provision for undocumented Chinese migrants is currently based on
limited information. Furthermore, barriers to relationship building between
Chinese undocumented migrants and professionals have been under explored.

vii) In terms of methodological approaches, there is scope for further
quantitative studies of undocumented Chinese migration to inform public policy.
Additionally, greater attention to /anguage may help to develop an in depth

understanding of how migrants construct their lives and their experiences.
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To fulfil the overarching aim of the current study — to explore the experiences of
undocumented Chinese migrants in the UK - I constructed three research questions: how did
Chinese migrants experience:

1) the shift to an undocumented status?;

i) everyday life with an undocumented status?; and

iii) the status journey over time?
Each research question is discussed below to elucidate how they were located within the research
gaps identified during the review of existing literature about undocumented Chinese migration.

The first research question was shaped by evidence from the review that migrants who were
made subject to an irregular status at a time after the border-crossing event had rarely been
considered in the literature. I considered it necessary, therefore, to explore Chinese migrants’
experiences of the shift to an undocumented status. The wording of the first research question is
intentionally broad to capture the variety of pathways into an undocumented status, each of
which may occur at different points in a migrant’s life course. The second research question was
constructed to fit with the turn to the everyday lives of undocumented migrants identified in the
literature (e.g., Bloch et al., 2014). Rather than focusing solely on the migration journey and
arrival experiences, which was central to the earliest published studies, the second question was
designed to generate original data about the broader experiences of undocumented Chinese
migrants, including their employment, education, family lives and social networks in the UK. I
intended that the environments in which migrants’ spent time would also be captured by
attending to their everyday lives. Given the findings in this review about the importance of the
Chinese restaurant and takeaway as places in which migrants spent considerable periods of time,

I judged that attention to the ethnographic context and social environments within which Chinese
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migrants worked and socialised would add depth to the exploration of their experiences of an
undocumented status. The third research question is located within the gap in literature related to
the long-term experiences and outcomes of Chinese migrants who were subjected to an
undocumented status for many years. Insights from the broader migration literature suggest that
an irregular status over long periods of time can have a corrosive effect on the mental health of
individual migrants (e.g., Khosravi, 2021, pp.202-207). Only limited research has considered the
experiences of Chinese migrants over time (e.g., Wang, 2021). Therefore, I considered it
necessary to explore the temporal dimension of undocumented Chinese migrants’ lives in the UK
as they moved in and out of irregular statuses. Additionally, the third research question was
intended to shed light on the emotional aspects of an undocumented life which, as discussed
above, is an understudied dimension of Chinese migrants’ experiences.

In addition to shaping the research aims, the review of literature also highlighted the variety
of research methodologies adopted in the existing studies to examine undocumented migration
from China and shaped the approach to research design and process in this study. For example,
the strengths of ethnographic approaches in allowing researchers to understand migrants’ lives in
context and through their own experiences were clearly presented in the major ethnographies
discussed in this chapter (e.g., Chen, 2019; Pieke et al., 2004; Wang, 2021). These arguments
encouraged me to adopt ethnographic principles in my approach to the study, such as a
commitment to spending time in the field and the development of research relationships with
potential participants and gatekeepers. The finding that there was only limited attention paid to
language, and only one example of narrative research identified during the literature review
(Lawthom et al., 2013) shaped my decision to adopt a narrative inquiry approach. Such an

approach allowed for the language and narrative techniques that participants used to tell their
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migration stories to occupy a central position in my analysis of Chinese migrants’ experiences.
Additionally, the limited attention paid to the experiences of Chinese women in the existing
literature influenced the recruitment strategy and the intention to examine gender in relation to
the research questions. A more detailed account of the methodological choices made in relation

to this project is provided in chapter three.

2.7 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have presented the existing literature in relation to undocumented Chinese
migration. In doing so, I have outlined the predominant thematic focus on the motivations of
emigrants and the means and methods of irregular emigration in the early literature published in
the aftermath of tragic events. Additionally, I have presented the more recent move in the
literature to examine the everyday lives and the emotional and social worlds of Chinese migrants
subjected to various irregular statuses. Debates about the importance of snakeheads, the role of
migrant agency, migrants’ willingness to tolerate poor working conditions and the role of family
relationships and social networks, have been discussed. I have then outlined seven research gaps
and emerging areas of interest identified from the literature and described how such gaps shaped
the research aim and questions. In the next chapter, I build on the discussion of the existing
approaches to the study of irregular Chinese migration in this chapter by outlining my

methodological approach to the study and the fit with the research aim of this thesis.
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Chapter 3 Methodology

3.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I introduce the methodological approach that I have taken to the study of
undocumented Chinese migrants’ experiences, as guided by insights from the review of
literature. The aim of this chapter is to outline how the research design fits with the aims of this
thesis and to provide an account of the research process. To achieve this, I first present my
methodological orientation to the study, grounded in Dewey’s (1997) pragmatic theory of
experience and guided by Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) model of narrative inquiry. Then, |
describe the research process which includes a discussion of: the pilot study; the sites of the
study; the approach to access and recruitment; participant characteristics; and the narrative
interviews conducted. Next, I outline my approach to narrative analysis. Finally, I discuss the
ethical and epistemological tensions involved in conducting a narrative inquiry in which I sought

to explore the experiences of a group to which I was an ‘outsider’.

3.2 Methodological orientation

As outlined in chapter one, the overarching aim of this study was to explore the experiences
of undocumented Chinese migrants in the UK. To fulfil this aim, I constructed three research
questions: how did Chinese migrants experience:

1)  the shift to an undocumented status?;
i1) everyday life with an undocumented status?; and

iii) the status journey over time?
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The centrality of migrant experience in the research aims meant that, from an early stage in
the project, I judged that a qualitative approach, with an interpretivist orientation, would be
appropriate. I also needed to select a research design which offered access to experiences to
which I was an outsider — experiences which took place in times and places to which I had little
other access. The insights from the review of literature presented in chapter two influenced my
decision about which methodological approach to adopt to fulfil the research aims. As discussed
in chapter two, limited attention was paid in the existing scholarship to the language and
narrative techniques that migrants used to construct their experiences of an undocumented status
(Lawthom et al., 2013, was the only exception found). In a cross-language study, such as this, in
which I sought to explore the personal experiences and inner worlds of a group to which I was
external, I judged that a close examination of migrants’ use of language would ground the study
in the experience as lived and told by participants. Another consideration was that I needed an
approach that allowed for the development of rapport and trust with potential participants who |
anticipated, due to their ‘illegal’ status, would be reluctant to take part in research. In the existing
literature, ethnographic research methods were adopted by prominent scholars of irregular
Chinese migration to overcome barriers to research access caused by trust (see, for example,
Chen, 2019; Pieke et al., 2004 and Wang, 2021). Therefore, influenced by the research aims, my
position as an ‘outsider’ in relation to potential participants, and insights from the review of
literature, I adopted a narrative inquiry approach, underpinned by ethnographic principles, as the
guiding methodology for the study. In the discussion that follows, I set out why I adopted a
narrative approach, the theoretical orientation to narrative inquiry deployed and how I
approached the limitations of narrative inquiry by adopting key principles of ethnographic

research.
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3.2.1 A narrative inquiry approach to the study of migrant experience

Human beings, for as long as we have had language, have told stories about our lives: telling
stories is one of the ways we have created meaning and built relationships and communities with
others (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2019). Therefore, the human urge to tell and retell stories about our
lives means that narratives are an appropriate, and widely used, medium through which to study
human experience. Narrative inquiry, then, “the study of experience as story” is a research
methodology committed to the study of human experience (Clandinin, 2006, p.375). Given the
primary focus on undocumented Chinese migrants’ experiences in this study, and the aim to
explore the affective dimensions of being subjected to an irregular status, narrative inquiry was
an appropriate approach.

The decision to adopt a narrative approach in this study was also influenced by the
prominence of narrative methods and attention to language in the broader literature related to
irregular migration. For example: De Fina and King (2011) examined the language-related
experiences of undocumented Latin Americans in the US; Batzke (2018) analysed the self-
representations of undocumented migrants in the US through various narrative forms; and
Gonzales (2011) conceptualised the shift to an undocumented status as “learning to be illegal” by
exploring 1.5-generation undocumented Latino young people’s life stories in Southern California
(p.602). Telling personal stories was a defining method of resistance for the Dreamers in the US
who succeeded in bringing change to immigration laws by creating and sharing compelling
narratives about their experiences of growing up into an undocumented status (De Fina, 2020).
By working with migrants’ stories about their experiences, I extend the narrative tradition in the

study of undocumented migration.
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Theoretical orientation: sociality, temporality and place

Experience has been observed through many different philosophical lenses. The findings of
the review of literature discussed in the previous chapter provided insights into the nature of
undocumented Chinese migrants’ experiences and the state of knowledge about such
experiences. | found that: migrants’ social and family relationships were of central importance to
their motivations to migrate and their willingness to tolerate poor working conditions; the places
within which migrants spent their time ordered their daily lives; and, Chinese migrants’
experiences of an undocumented status over time was an understudied issue. Therefore, |
selected an approach to the ontology of experience that included a consideration of relationships,
place and time: American philosopher John Dewey’s pragmatic philosophy of experience. In
Dewey’s philosophy, reality is temporal and processual: there is no eternal truth and inquiry is
the process through which we make sense of our worlds through concrete experience (Russell,
2013). Experience, for Dewey, was grounded in a world of “persons” and “things”, and it was
not something which occurred “exclusively in an individual’s body and mind” (Dewey, 1997,
pp-39-40). Dewey argued that experience has two criteria: interaction and continuity (Dewey,
1997). Connelly and his student, Clandinin, who developed narrative inquiry as a research
methodology for higher education scholarship in the 1990s, drew heavily on Dewey’s pragmatic
philosophy of experience. On interaction, Clandinin and Connelly explained that “People are
individuals and need to be understood as such, but they cannot be understood only as individuals.
They are always in relation, always in a social context” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p.2).
Based on this premise, narrative inquiry, as developed by Clandinin and Connelly, is grounded in
an analysis of people in relation to others and to their social context which includes physical

place. On continuity, they wrote:
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experiences grow out of other experiences, and experiences lead to further
experiences. Wherever one positions oneself in that continuum - the imagined now,
some imagined past, or some imagined future — each point has a past experiential
base and leads to an experiential future.

(p-2)

This construction of experience as characterised by continuity recognises the temporal
aspect of human experience. From Dewey’s two criteria of experience, Clandinin and Connelly
developed a three-dimensional model of narrative inquiry which included: 1) sociality; ii)
temporality; and ii1) place which, they argued, are the commonplaces of narrative inquiry.

Clandinin and Connelly’s model, grounded in Dewey’ philosophical writing, is a good fit
with this study because all three dimensions of the model have a clear application to the study of
migration and to the research questions that guided this inquiry. First, the sociality of the
migration experience has been well established in previous studies: migration is both an
individual journey and part of a family, community and often a national or diasporic story. In the
case of emigration from China, traditions of migration from certain regions have been sustained
through the exchange of stories about migrant success overseas and a shared sense of identity as
explorers (see, for example, Pieke et al., 2004, on transnational Fujianese migration). My first
and second research questions which related to Chinese migrants’ shift to an undocumented
status and their everyday lives with an undocumented status, were impossible to explore without
a consideration of the social relationships and contexts of participants. Second, Clandinin and
Connelly’s inclusion of temporality as a key focus of analysis provided a means through which
to examine how migration stories unfolded over time. The centrality of time in this study is

evident in the third research question — how did Chinese migrants experience the status journey
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over time? Migrants’ subjective experiences of time and the time constraints placed upon them
by both the immigration system and the structure of the Chinese ethnic economy became key
points of analysis in this study. Third, Clandinin and Connelly’s attention to place also works
well in the study of migrants’ experience in which processes of displacement, disorientation and
relocation were central. Connections between the sending country, the receiving country, and the
concrete social places in which migrant lives were lived are often fundamental to migrant sense-
making and the construction of personal and cultural identity (Gomez-Estern & Benitas, 2013).
Given the synergy between the nature of Chinese migrants’ experiences as outlined in the
existing literature, the research questions and Clandinin and Connelly’s ontological approach to
narrative inquiry, I followed their three-dimensional model in this study. This meant that
sociality, temporality and place were key touchstones in the analysis of the narratives in this

study.

Ethical considerations in the adoption of a narrative inquiry approach

An ethical issue that was a consideration in the selection of a research method for this study
of undocumented migration was how to avoid becoming complicit with the negative framing to
which undocumented migrants are subjected. Undocumented migrants are undoubtedly subjected
to injurious master narratives in which they are constructed as illegal, undeserving and a burden
on national resources (see Negron-Gonzales’s 2013 study in the US, Vollmer’s 2011 study in
Europe and Brouwer, Van der Woude, & Van der Leun’s 2017 study in the Netherlands). As |
suggested in chapter one, Chinese undocumented migrants are subjected to additional and
contradictory discourses which relate to the Chinese diaspora more generally: they are often

treated as a homogenous group, at once celebrated as quiet, self-sufficient, and hard-working
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and, simultaneously, denigrated as criminal and subject to co-ethnic exploitation (see Knowles,
2017 and Zhou & Bankston, 2020). Given that my disciplinary background is in social work, it is
important to note that Chinese migrants are also underrepresented in social work research and in
research on minority groups more broadly. This means that their stories are likely to go unheard
(exceptions include Niu, Mcsherry & Partridge, 2021, Yeung, Partridge & Irvine, 2016 and
Tang, 2017). The potential for narrative methods to bring attention to the particular stories of
undocumented Chinese migrants formed part of the rationale for the choice of narrative

methodologies.

3.2.2 Narrative inquiry underpinned by ethnographic sensitivities and sensibilities

Whilst the benefits of narrative inquiry as the guiding methodology for this study are
numerous, a criticism often directed at narrative methods is the focus on the micro level
experiences of individual participants at the expense of meso and macro context. Such meso and
macro factors can shape experiences and (according to Marxists and post-structuralists) may
obscure the workings of wider forces in the lives of individuals (see Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007,
for a discussion of the tensions and synergies between narrative inquiry and other philosophical
traditions). The omission of the meso and macro context in this study would be problematic: the
role of government policy in creating the various categories of legal and illegal migration
statuses has long been emphasised by prominent scholars in the field of undocumented migration
(see Gonzales, Sigona, Franco & Papoutsi, 2019, pp.29-31). A related criticism of narrative
research is the potential for researchers to produce decontextualised accounts of individuals,
which omit consideration of the environment in which narratives were created. Gubrium and

Holstein (2008) argued: “Narratives are not simply reflections of experience...Rather, narratives
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comprise the interplay between experience, storying practices, descriptive resources, purposes at
hand, audiences, and the environments that condition storytelling” (p.251). In other words,
narratives do not provide direct access to human experience as lived, but rather they are shaped
by the narrative environments in which they are created which, in research, include the
participants’ cultural and material background, the relationship between the participant and the
researcher, and the environment, both physical and social, within which research takes place.
During the shift from narrative as told to narrative as text, the cultural background and
assumptions of both the researcher and the research audience add additional layers of
interpretation to the human experience under examination. In this study, my own cultural,
linguistic and disciplinary background met with the varied backgrounds of the research
participants (who spoke different first languages and had migrated from different regional and
cultural traditions) in particular places, at particular times. Therefore, a failure to take account of
the narrative environment in which the narratives were created would reflect only part of the
research puzzle.

Narrative inquiries have addressed such criticisms. For example, the orientation towards
context in Clandinin and Connelly’s model of narrative inquiry encourages inquirers to consider
the multiple contexts within which narratives are produced, including the interactions between
researcher and research participants in the co-construction of stories (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007).
Squire (2013) argued that, to address the problems of decontextualised narratives of experience,
researchers can adopt a socio-culturally-oriented approach (exemplified in Squire’s work on HIV
positive people’s narratives of the epidemic in South Africa, 2007). Although much narrative

research has moved towards the context-sensitive approach that Squire advocated, there are other
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methodological traditions in which the importance of social and cultural context in the
development of knowledge has long been emphasised: one such methodology is ethnography.
Ethnography does not lend itself to a simple description, but most scholars agree it involves:
a commitment to developing relationships with participants over time, a process of displacement
in which the researcher positions herself in the social places in which people typically interact, a
commitment to understanding human experience (Behar & Gordon, 1995) and a reflexive
endeavour to find balance between insider (participant) and outsider (researcher) perspectives
(see, for example, Madden, 2017). These characteristics are well suited to this study of migrants’
experiences of undocumented status because the relational approach allowed for the
development of trust between undocumented participants and researchers which can develop in
the everyday places in which migrants interact (well-known examples include Menjivar, 2006
and Gonzales, 2015 in the US context). Ethnography also shares some ethical and
epistemological assumptions with professional social work. For example, the focus in
ethnography on the subjective experiences of participants resonates with the respect and curiosity
with which social workers approach experts by experience. This was one reason, amongst others,
why Gillingham and Smith (2020) described ethnography and social work as “epistemological
siblings” (p.1). Given the common ground between social work and ethnography and the history
of ethnographic scholarship in the study of undocumented migration, I drew on ethnographic
principles (such as time in the field, attention to ethnographic context, and curiosity about
migrants’ subjective understandings) in this inquiry into Chinese migrants' experiences. |
therefore describe this study as a narrative inquiry underpinned by ethnographic sensitivities and

sensibilities.
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3.3 The research process

In the following section of the chapter, I outline and justify the specific research process
followed when I conducted fieldwork between January and August 2017. The process involved
an initial pilot study, followed by mostly one-to-one narrative interviews with 13 undocumented

Chinese migrants, conducted with the support of a bilingual Research Assistant.

3.3.1 Beginnings: the pilot study

Narrative inquiry in cross cultural and cross-language research contexts creates both
practical and epistemological challenges. These challenges were articulated concisely in
Andrews’ (2007) exploration of cross-cultural boundaries in narrative inquiry: “How is it that we
access, interpret, and analyse stories that, at their heart, are distant from experiences that we
ourselves may have encountered?” (p.489). Andrews’ words resonated with the key issues that I
sought to explore in the early stages of the study. First, how and where would I ‘access’ Chinese
migrants who had both experienced undocumented status and who would be willing to share
their experiences? Second, how would I manage the interpretation of narrative accounts which
would be constructed in a cross-language context? Third, in what type of narrative inquiry would
potential participants be comfortable taking part? A related question is how would the research
design generate sufficient depth of data to answer the research questions? To explore these issues
in practice, I undertook a pilot study two months prior to the commencement of the main study
(November to December 2016).

The pilot study consisted of: formal and informal discussions with Chinese community
workers and academic colleagues with shared research interests; semi-structured interviews with

three Chinese migrants; and an opportunity to test a cross-language interview conducted in
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Putonghua with interpretation provided by a Research Assistant. The discussions with Chinese
colleagues during the pilot stage indicated that community centres and Chinese churches in
Greater Manchester (an area in which I had existing professional ties with Chinese organisations)
would be appropriate sites for recruitment. The pilot study also provided the opportunity to test
out my working relationship with the Research Assistant employed to support communication
during research interviews conducted in Putonghua and to test the process of transcription and
translation (conducted by a professional service in China)'.

The Research Assistant, Jo, (a pseudonym) was a Chinese PhD candidate at Keele
University. Although Jo did not hold specialist credentials as an interpreter, her first language
was Putonghua, and she had an appropriate grasp of English to interpret key words and phrases
in English. Jo was previously employed by a multinational company in which English was the
language spoken for work purposes. In line with Squires’ (2009) recommended measures of
trustworthiness for qualitative cross-language research, Jo and I worked to address conceptual
equivalence for the pilot interview questions. Jo checked my translation of the interview topic
guide (contained in appendix D), and we discussed the appropriate translations for key terms.
The topic guide was also checked by a bilingual Chinese language tutor at the university who
was not directly involved in data collection to enhance the trustworthiness of the translation. An

example of our approach to the translation of key terms relates to the term ‘social worker. ‘Social

worker’ can be translated directly into Putonghua — ‘4t T or ‘4t T{F#&" - but the term is not

well known which likely reflects the uneven development of social work in mainland China

! As an intermediate Chinese speaker, I led all research interviews conducted in Putonghua. When I did not
understand a phrase or section of a participant’s narrative, Jo interpreted the phrase and described the narrative to me
in English. Please refer to appendix C for an outline of the researcher / research assistant roles during interviews and
the confidentiality agreement signed by the Research Assistant.
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(Leung & Xu, 2015), despite the Chinese government’s goal to train a workforce of 1.4 million

social workers before the end of 2020 (Hgjer, Chen, Hamél&inen, Lei, Shardlow, & Fang, 2022).

During a pilot interview with Xiao Jie (/]\§H), an undocumented Chinese Malaysian woman,

Jo and I realised that the term ‘41T’ had no meaning for the participant. Xiao Jie conflated

‘social work” with ‘voluntary work’, which, in Putonghua, is *X.T’. We subsequently developed

a short introduction to an interview question about participants’ experiences of social work in
which Jo took several minutes to explain the role and the equivalence in China. This preparation
proved to be useful as the same misunderstanding occurred in all subsequent interviews in the
main study (with the exception of Feng Mian who had experienced involvement from social
services in relation to her son).

After the three pilot interviews, I sent the audio recordings to the transcription service and
requested that the transcript contained both Chinese characters and English translations side-by-
side. I then checked the transcription and translation for accuracy by simultaneously reading the
transcripts whilst listening to the audio recordings. I made minor amendments to the translated
transcript to better reflect in English the idiomatic quality and force of utterance of the original
Chinese. This method of enhancing the validity of the translations, tested during the pilot study,
was repeated with all eight interviews conducted in Putonghua in the main study.

Another benefit of conducting a pilot study was the opportunity to test and amend the
research design. As discussed in chapter one, I originally intended to conduct a visual narrative
inquiry with the use of photo-elicitation which I hoped would serve three purposes: to encourage
participants to express aspects of their experiences which may be difficult to articulate with

words only (Bagnoli, 2009; Harper, 2002); to open for exploration the unseen places and
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everyday encounters of undocumented migrants; and to develop the ‘narrative imagination’ of
myself and the audiences of the research who may never have experienced an irregular legal
status (Brockmeier, 2009). However, it became clear during the pilot study that participants were
uncomfortable with the idea of taking photographs to be shared in a research interview and
struggled to understand what they may photograph and for what purpose. Xiao Jie, who had been
eager to participate in a pilot interview and had, during the interview, leaned over the audio
recorder to ensure it picked up her voice, politely dismissed the invitation to take part in a second
photo-elicitation interview. The request for visual data perhaps felt too intrusive. Based on the
reactions of participants during the pilot stage, I amended the research design to focus on verbal

narratives.

3.3.2 Narrative environments: the sites of the study

Conducting a narrative inquiry involved entering the life worlds of participants. This
included both the physical environments in which participants spent time and the places, both
real and imagined, past and future, constructed through participants’ storytelling. As already
noted, the inquiry was conducted in Greater Manchester. In Manchester, I spent time at two
primary sites: a Chinese community centre and a Chinese Christian church. Key characteristics
of these sites — Chinese languages were spoken, they were both accessed by Chinese migrants
who had experienced different categories of migration statuses, they were independent from
government, they were established as organisations which provided support for migrants, and the
church had strong ties with Fujian, a region in China associated with irregular emigration (see
Thune & Pieke, 2005) — made them appropriate places to develop relationships with

undocumented Chinese migrants. I joined in the social life of these two places by volunteering as
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an English tutor at the community centre and attending the church as a member of the
congregation. The church served a large and heterogeneous congregation of Chinese members
and offered services in both Cantonese and Putonghua. I attended the weekly Putonghua Sunday
service, took part in the after-service fellowship over social conversations and green tea, and
joined a Fujianese bible study group which met weekly in another church building in the
Northern Quarter of Manchester city. Formal interviews and informal conversations with
Chinese migrants mostly took place in the back room of the church after services and in private
rooms at the community centre. One interview took place at a participant’s Chinese restaurant,
and one took place by telephone, both at participants’ request.

The narrative environments of this study also moved beyond the physical places in which
conversations and interviews took place. Whilst talking together in back rooms, I travelled
metaphorically with participants, through their narrative accounts, from rural Fujian,
metropolitan Shanghai, industrial Tianjin, on migratory detours to urban centres in mainland
China, overseas to the US, South America and, to their current homes in the UK. Certain places,
such as overcrowded dormitories in which migrants had lived on arrival in the UK, the hot and
greasy kitchens of Chinese restaurants and takeaways, and the sanctuary of the Chinese church,
were vividly described with such regularity that they became shared sites constructed across the
storied lives of narrators. The political contexts of each narrative site also shaped migrants’
stories. For example, Yu Yan’s reflections on her first experience of motherhood in rural Fujian
cannot be understood without an appreciation of the context of China’s One Child Policy, its
implementation by local officials in rural China and the interaction with China’s household
registration system (discussed in chapters five and seven). The timeframes in which I conducted

fieldwork (January — August 2017) meant that narratives were also influenced by the
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increasingly stringent immigration policies enacted in England as part of the ‘hostile
environment’ and the general hardening of attitudes towards migrants in the lead up to and

aftermath of the 2016 Brexit referendum.

3.3.3 Developing research relationships: access and recruitment

In a narrative inquiry, standard research terms derived from the social sciences, such as
‘participant recruitment’ and ‘access’, are often replaced with concepts that reflect a relational
orientation to negotiating the researcher’s position in the field. Connelly and Clandinin, in their
seminal 1990 text, used concepts such as “negotiation of a shared narrative unity” (p.3) and “the
mutual construction of the research relationship” (p.4) to describe the conditions under which a
researcher gains entry to an inquiry. The investment of time and the commitment to building
relationships in narrative inquiry also speaks to the ethnographic tradition of ‘immersion in the
field’. I drew upon this relational orientation to develop relationships with gatekeepers and
potential participants in my inquiry. The two primary barriers to recruitment in research with
undocumented migrants have been well established in existing studies: first, “migration status
has no visible marker” and, therefore, identifying potential participants is difficult (Diivell,
Triandafyllidou & Vollmer, 2010, p.233); and, second, undocumented migrants may actively
conceal their irregular status to avoid detention and deportation (Figuero, 2016). It is perhaps
unsurprising that the strength of the research relationships was central to overcoming these
barriers and to the quality and depth of the narratives that were created during the study.

I first approached multiple gatekeepers in Greater Manchester, including a Chinese social
worker, a board member of a Chinese community centre, a Chinese pastor, a GP employed by a

Chinese health centre and the director of a Chinese culture and language centre. As a previous
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employee and volunteer at a Chinese community centre in the area, I had existing relationships
with many of the gatekeepers and I developed relationships with others (such as the Chinese
pastor and other leaders in the Chinese church) through introductions. My existing relationships
helped me to demonstrate trustworthiness and to make a case for how the study would positively
benefit participants (both prerequisites of successful relationships with gatekeepers in research
with irregular migrants, according to Diivell et al., 2010). After I was introduced to potential
participants by gatekeepers, I used snowball sampling, a strategy in which a series of initial
contacts are made and further introductions to the networks of initial contacts generate potential
participants. Snowball sampling is a frequently used strategy in research with undocumented
migrants (see, for example Bloch, Sigona, & Zetter, 2009, and Gonzales, 2015). Through this
approach, 12 Chinese migrants who had experienced an irregular status were recruited to the
study. In addition to my strategy of building research relationships, I also attempted to contact
potential participants by posting invitations to participate in the study at various venues around
Manchester’s Chinatown, including Chinese restaurants, shops, supermarkets, and a large casino.
I also advertised the study on BBC Manchester Radio’s Chinatown programme to invite
interested individuals to make contact. Furthermore, I visited English for Speakers of Other
Languages (ESOL) teaching centres with large numbers of Chinese students and left invitations
for the consideration of Chinese learners. These strategies resulted in the recruitment of just one
participant.

The success of the strategies used to recruit potential participants depended largely on the
strength of relationships between participants and myself, and between participants, gatekeepers,
and myself. Where I had developed relationships, either through previous employment, voluntary

work, introductions by trusted gatekeepers or time spent in the field, I generated the most
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potential participants. My attempts to promote the study in contexts in which I had no existing
relationships were less successful. The importance of trust and the critical role of gatekeepers

and intermediaries in the recruitment process for this study resonated with the methodological
accounts provided by other researchers in the field (see, for example, Bloch, Sigona, & Zetter,
2009 and Gonzales, 2015).

The number of interviewees in this study was determined by an adaptive approach which
unfolded during the research process. As Sim, Saunders, Waterfield and Kingstone (2018)
argued, “defining sample size a priori is inherently problematic in the case of inductive,
exploratory research, which, by definition, looks to explore phenomena in relation to which we
cannot identify the key themes in advance” (p.630). Given the exploratory, interpretivist nature
of this inquiry, the analysis I undertook during fieldwork was integral to the judgement made
about how many participants were sufficient to develop a meaningful picture of the experiences
of undocumented Chinese migrants. Whilst conducting the interviews, I began preliminary
analysis of the data set, and found a series of reoccurring story types, narrative themes and
linguistic techniques used by participants to craft their migration stories. Based on this
preliminary analysis of the interview transcripts, I was confident that the quality, depth and
richness of the data was theoretically sufficient to construct meaning. Therefore, I made a
pragmatic decision, in consultation with the supervisory team, to cease the search for new
potential participants through snowball methods. However, it is possible that, if I had recruited
participants with different backgrounds who, for example, had worked in different sectors in the
UK economy or had migrated from different regions in China, I would likely have encountered

different narratives about the experience of an undocumented status.
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3.3.4 Participant characteristics

In total, thirteen Chinese migrants participated in the study. All participants had experienced
an irregular migration status since their migration to the UK: eight participants were subject to an
irregular status at the time of their interview and five had secured permanent residence in the
UK. Most participants (12) had migrated from the People’s Republic of China (six migrants were
from Fujian, four from Guangdong, one from Tianjin and one from Shanghai) and one
participant had migrated from the Special Administrative Region of Hong Kong. Although
attempts were made to recruit an equal balance of women and men, nine participants were
female and four were male. This reflected the working patterns of Chinese migrant men who
were often required to work six days per week with little time for leisure, church fellowship or
English language tuition. Two participants were in full time education at the time of their
interviews, and the other eleven participants were either in employment or they had caring
responsibilities. Ages ranged from 18 to 60 and length of time in the UK varied from six months

to 15 years. All six Fujianese participants’ first language was a dialect of Hakka (% %, a

language group spoken throughout Southern China and Taiwan). Five participants’ first language
was Cantonese, and two participants spoke regional dialects of Putonghua. All participants were
able to communicate in either Putonghua or English with fluency for the purpose of the study. A

summary of participants’ characteristics is contained in Table 1.
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3.3.5 Narrative interviews

Interviews and conversation are the most commonly used methods of data collection in
narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Interviews represent the commitment of time
(both the participant’s and the researchers’) to the telling of stories. I used interviews to elicit
participants’ stories about their migration journeys which, alongside my field notes, became the
main unit of analysis in this study. In this section, I provide an account of how the interviews
were constructed. The purpose of this account is not replicability: in this study, the type of
knowledge generated was narrative in nature and had a temporal quality which was grounded in
specific places and contexts, and dealt with human behaviour, intention and sense-making and
was, therefore, irreplicable. Here, I aim to enhance transparency through a reflexive discussion
of three key issues: the practical arrangements of the interviews; the choice of languages used

during interviews, and the content of the interviews.

The practical arrangements of the interviews

Aspects of the practical arrangements of the interviews were subject to change in the field
based on participant’s preferences, my desire to honour those preferences, and the influence of
the interview site. For example, I planned to conduct interviews one-to-one or two-to-one (when
interpretation was required). This was perhaps a product of my cultural lens in which I conceived
of autobiographical stories as narrated by an autonomous self as protagonist. However, as Wang
and Brockmeier (2002) argued, some cultures, including Chinese and other Asian cultures,
demonstrate a heightened sensitivity to the self in relation to others when reconstructing their

own lives through narrative. This may account for some participants’ preference to be

interviewed with family members or friends. For example, Wang (F) and Meng (£F), husband

85



and wife, asked to be interviewed together following an English class at the Chinse community

centre in which Meng had participated. I agreed as I wanted to demonstrate ‘Z%5’, a Chinese

concept that relates to the behaviour of a guest towards their host and invokes concepts of
humility and politeness. I hoped that such humility would cultivate an environment conducive to
the exchange of in-depth narratives. I asked Wang and Meng to tell their stories in turn, but,
instead, their narratives weaved in and out of their individual and collective perspectives and
rang with sorrow and empathy for the hardships each had experienced.

Another example of changes to the practical arrangements of interviews related to timing. I
planned for interviews to last between 45 minutes to one hour (the mean duration of interviews
was 56 minutes). However, during interviews conducted in the church, participants’ roles as
mothers and spouses often affected the length of time they were able to participate. Feng Mian’s
interview, which took place after a Sunday service during fellowship at the Chinese church, was
the shortest interview by far at just ten minutes long. Whilst taking part in the interview, Feng
Mian also managed the behaviour of her son who had a learning difficulty. At one point, he
picked up one of the audio recorders and attempted to take the device apart. Although the
interview was cut short, the interruptions provided the opportunity to observe Feng Mian’s
struggle to manage her son’s behaviour and added both strength and poignancy to the account of
her experiences as a migrant mother with limited support. These issues became key themes in the

analysis of her narrative.

The choice of languages used during interviews
Although participants were from varied linguistic backgrounds, I offered a choice of

participating in interviews in either Putonghua or English. This meant that, for some participants,
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interviews were conducted in a language other than their first language or dialect. This choice
was based on both ethical and epistemological considerations. Ethically, the decision to work
with just one dual language Research Assistant rather than multiple interpreters limited the
number of people with access to participants’ personal data. Epistemologically, I chose to use
either English or Putonghua so that I could respond to the narratives told during the interviews.
In both languages, I could clarify aspects of participants’ stories, inquire further into details of
the narratives, and begin preliminary analysis during and immediately after interviews. If
interviews were conducted in Hakka, for example, I would not have been able to respond to the
stories told in vivo. In total, five interviews were conducted in English and eight interviews were
conducted in Putonghua with the support of the Research Assistant. During interviews conducted
in English, code switching between English and Chinese was common and reflected differences
between participants’ everyday language and the language used to describe their legal status (see,

for example, Sarah’s story in chapter four).

The content of the interviews

Interviews were semi-structured and designed to create an opportunity for participants to tell
their stories. I initially asked demographic information as a warm-up and then asked the key
question: “Can you tell me your story of migrating to the UK?”” For some participants, the warm-
up questions were enough to prompt detailed narratives about their migration journeys. For
participants who gave shorter responses, I then used a list of pre-prepared topics framed as open
questions to elicit greater depth and detail (see appendix D). In response, participants mostly told

their stories in chronological order, but they recounted sub stories in which the past, present and
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future were connected through poignant and memorable experiences. Accounts of loss, of

constrained agency, of endless waiting and of uncertain futures imbued the narratives.

3.4 Interpreting the narratives: Approach to analysis

Narrative inquirers take a variety of approaches to the interpretation and analysis of the
stories of research participants. Inspired by Kim’s (2015) recommendation to “flirt” with
different modes of narrative analysis to make meaning (p.184), I drew on the following key ideas
to bring participants’ experiences of undocumented status to the fore in meaningful ways:
Polkinghorne’s (1995) theoretical distinction between paradigmatic-type narrative inquiry and
narrative-type narrative inquiry; Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) concepts of broadening,
burrowing and storying and restorying; and Labov and Waletzky’s (1967) model of personal
narrative. In the discussion that follows, I sketch out the four phases of analysis that I worked
through to incorporate these different paradigms and techniques: constructing narrative patterns
and themes, crafting the narratives, broadening and burrowing in the three commonplaces, and
telling and retelling the narratives. However, the distinction between the four phases is artificial.
In this narrative inquiry, as in much qualitative research, analysis was an iterative process that
unfolded over time and involved transitions to and from the field, from field texts to research

texts and to various audiences.

3.4.1 Phase one: Constructing narrative patterns and themes

In the early stages of my attempts to make sense of participants’ narratives, I drew on

Polkinghorne’s (1995) paradigmatic mode of analysis which involved looking for common
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categories across the set of narratives. I focused on typical story types, similar plot moves and
narrative threads, common themes, and salient affective expressions by participants. Examples of
story types included the stories of: an irregular arrival, a shift to an undocumented status and
navigating a quasi-legal status, such as a temporary work visa. When constructing patterns and
themes across the narratives, I was guided by both the three research questions which were the
foci of the study, and I constructed new categories which were inductively drawn from the data.
Early categories included: pre-migratory lives; employment; education; social lives; help seeking
and support; language needs; and experience of social work. In response to the data collected, I
added faith; position in the family /family responsibility; arrival experiences; and experiences of
waiting which were reoccurring reference points across many of the narratives. The category of
work became increasingly specific to reflect the commonalities in migrants’ descriptions of the
hierarchical and exploitative operation of Chinese restaurants and takeaways. I organised early
iterations of research texts thematically, and I illustrated key themes with chunks of narrative

data drawn from across the set of narratives.

3.4.2 Phase two: Crafting the narratives

In the second phase of analysis, I drew on Polkinghorne’s narrative mode of analysis which
entailed a close focus on the characteristics of each narrative. It involved crafting the interview
transcripts into coherent narratives, temporally ordered, which represented the human experience
at the centre of the study and maintained the “metaphoric richness” of the original (Kim, 2015,
p.197). The aim of Polkinghorne’s narrative mode of analysis is to fashion a story which

“appeal[s] to readers in a way that helps them empathize with the protagonist’s lived experience
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as understandable human phenomena” (Kim, 2015, p.197). To construct each narrative, I worked
through two steps, as follows.

Step one: 1 first listened to the audio recordings of interviews whilst reading the transcripts
(in their original language) to identify storied sections of interviews. I identified stories contained
within the narratives that were both: relevant to the research questions; and, appeared particularly
salient to participants’ overall experience due to participants’ tone and force of utterance.

Step two: 1 then joined together sections of transcripts to represent stories which both
typified and complicated responses to each research question. I kept notes about the connection
between the stories I had crafted and the whole narratives as represented by both the original

interview transcripts and my field texts based on observations and impressions in the field.

3.4.3 Phase three: Broadening and burrowing in the three commonplaces

During phase three of analysis, I drew most explicitly on Clandinin and Connelly’s model of
narrative inquiry (sociality, temporality and place) and their narrative analysis techniques. In
their 2000 book on narrative inquiry, Clandinin and Connelly suggested that analysis can be
approached through three techniques; broadening, burrowing and storying and restorying, each
of which can assist a researcher to examine the dimensions of time, place and sociality in
narratives from different standpoints:

1) Broadening means to consider the narrative in the context of what else is
known about the individual’s life and context.
11) Burrowing refers to an examination of the details of the experience from

the participants’ point of view.
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1ii)  Storying and restorying means to retell a story which brings the
significance of the experience to the fore.

In phase three, I focused on broadening and burrowing (as storying and restorying were
conducted in phase two, above, and phase four, discussed below) to examine the three
commonplaces in the narratives.

Broadening involved a consideration of the wider socio-cultural contexts of participants’
lives in both China and in the UK, informed by both their narratives and by the wider literature. I
identified cultural discourses in migrants’ stories about emigration from China to make money,
which influenced motivations to migrate and were a source of disappointment when migrants’
expectations jolted against the reality of an undocumented life in the UK. I also examined the
intersection of participants’ identity and background (such as gender, social class, regional
identity, level of education, work experience and language skills) with their experiences of
undocumented status. The structure of the co-ethnic economy, the specific spatial and temporal
realities of the Chinese restaurant and takeaway and how these shaped migrants’ experiences
also became key threads in the analysis. In addition, I explored the cultural worldviews
expressed through language. For example, attitudes towards ‘the British’, which appeared to be

rooted in historical relationships between the UK and China, are examined in chapter five. I also

examined participants’ implicit references to cultural concepts such as filial piety (Z£), face ([

<) and guanxi (KK).

Having examined the broad social and cultural contexts of the narratives, I began burrowing
which involved an examination of the experience of undocumented status from participants’

points of view. For example, I attended to the repeated expressions of suffering which came to
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characterise participants’ constructions of an undocumented life. Drawing on sociality, I paid
attention to the protagonist in each narrative and the relationship with other characters, including
family members, fellow villagers, employers and colleagues. Alongside the characters in
narrators’ immediate social milieu, I also identified the “ghostly audiences” (Langellier, 1999,
p.444) to whom participants implicitly addressed, such as: immigration officials; hometown
friends and family; and ‘the British’. These ghostly audiences became reference points against
which participants constructed a moral framing of their migration journeys. I also paid particular
attention to participants’ use of language and looked carefully at the connotations of certain
words, characters, and utterances in both Chinese and English. I examined, for example: the
connotations of terms used to describe irregular status; the contrast between the use of concrete
nouns to describe physical places and the use of figurative language, such as images of light and
dark, and Chinese idioms to describe emotional states. The aim of this attention to language was
to develop a useful description of the impact of undocumented status on participants’ migration
journeys and on their inner lives.

During the burrowing phase of analysis, I also attended to time and place, key components
of Clandinin and Connelly’s model of narrative inquiry. I examined participants’ subjective
experiences of waiting, temporal disruptions in the life course, and the sense of being suspended
in the present and unable to imagine the future. I examined changes over time in narrators’
motivations for their migration projects, their self-representations, their relationships and their
orientation toward the future. I also explored participants’ evocation of place: the disorientation
associated with unfamiliar places when migrants were newly arrived; the contrasts drawn
between China and the UK; the physical and emotional impact of workplaces; the disgust

conveyed in relation to overcrowded living spaces; and the sense of belonging evoked by the
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Chinese church. An examination of participants’ subjective experiences of time and their
affective responses to different places helped to deepen my understanding of the experience of
undocumented status.

Burrowing also involved attention to the structure of the narratives and the overall plot and
sub-plots. I drew inspiration from sociolinguists Labov and Waletzky’s 1967 model of personal
narrative. The model included: abstract, orientation, complicating action, evaluation, result or
resolution and coda (Riessman, 2008, p.84). Although I adopted a broader definition of narrative
in which stories are neither fixed nor absolute, as Labov and Waletzky’s framework may
suggest, | made use of the model to explore the point of the stories, which was not always
explicitly expressed. I paid particular attention to the complicating action which, in most
narratives, was the point at which migrants shifted to an irregular migration status. Narrators’
evaluations of this turning point helped to explore their attitudes toward changes in their
migration status and the sense they made of the change. In line with the model, some narratives
had reached a resolution in which legal status had been acquired, but for those migrants who
remained subject to irregular and temporary statuses, the resolution to their complicating action
was either non-existent or unsatisfying. For narrators without a clear resolution to their migration
narratives, who remained in limbo at the time of their interviews, I paid attention to the attitudes
expressed in their codas in which they brought the story back to the present day. Other
divergences from Labov and Waletzky’s model provided points of reflection on migrants’
experience. For example, I analysed the fragmentation of certain sub plots in which
discontinuities and non-linear accounts appeared to reflect the narrator’s experience of the events
they recounted. I noted other structural elements of the narratives, such as the use of pronouns —

moves from “I” to “we” - and the use of syntax, such as passive constructions to express
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passivity, and repetition for strength. The attention to structure helped to develop a picture of the

experience of moving in (and out) of an undocumented status.

3.4.4 Phase four: Telling and retelling the narratives

During the fourth phase of analysis, I aimed to enhance the validity of my analysis by telling
and retelling the narratives to various audiences to test the persuasiveness of my interpretation
(Polkinghorne, 2007). To do so, I secured a research grant to conduct a four-moth fellowship at
Fudan University, Shanghai, during which time I coordinated a workshop for social work
students, practitioners and academics. At the workshop, I presented my preliminary analysis
about Chinese migrants’ experiences of undocumented status to a Chinese academic and
professional social work audience. The feedback I received can be categorised into three key
questions that were asked of the inquiry, and of me as the reteller of participants’ stories:

1) How can migrants’ experiences of undocumented status be understood in
relation to their life stories? Further questions about why participants had
migrated and why they did not return accompanied this broader question.

i1) How did migrants’ background affect their migration goals and their hopes
for the future? I was encouraged to consider biographical details, such as: gender;
position in the family; familial expectations; rural or urban background; regional
identity; age at time of migration; education; and confidence in asking for help.

1i1) How did migrants’ networks sustain their undocumented lives in the UK?
A related question was how does this information inform a social work response

to Chinese undocumented migrants’ needs?
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I reflected on the feedback received from colleagues in Shanghai with the supervisory team
and rewrote (and retold) the preliminary research texts to ensure that the questions asked were
touchstones in the analysis. This process helped to develop the final research text. In the
interpretation of the narratives contained in chapters four, five and six, the traces of all four

phases of analysis are evident.

3.5 Ethical tensions

This study was originally approved by Keele University’s Ethical Review Panel in March
2017. As outlined in chapter one, the focus of the study was modified during the fieldwork in
response to the age range of potential participants. When I modified the study to focus on
working age undocumented Chinese migrants, I submitted a subsequent application which was
approved in March 2018 by the university Ethical Review Panel (letters confirming approval are
contained in appendix D). Through a continuous dialogue with members of the Ethical Review
Panel, members were assured that the selected methods adhered to the principles underpinning
ethical research design, including: ensuring a process for informed consent, protecting
participants’ identities and doing no harm (see Machin & Shardlow, 2018, appendix A, for a
discussion of the dialogic process of acquiring ethical approval). However, the acquisition of
ethical approval was the beginning rather than the end of the consideration of ethics. I
encountered a series of ethical tensions which were related to the nature of the topic under study,
my relationships with participants and the dual aim of representing participants’ lives whilst
contributing to knowledge. These ethical tensions were connected with the ontological and
epistemological assumptions underpinning this study. Josselson (2007) argued that a “cookbook™

approach to resolving ethical tensions in narrative inquiry is neither possible nor desirable
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(p.538). Instead, she defined an “ethical attitude” toward narrative research as an approach that
involves: “deciding how best to honour and protect those who participate in one’s studies while
still maintaining standards for responsible scholarship”. (p.538). Here, I describe my ‘ethical

attitude’ toward the tensions I encountered.

3.5.1 Protecting participants’ identities: anonymity, consent and trustworthiness

Protecting participants’ identities was an important consideration. Participation risked
revealing irregular migrants’ statuses and their involvement in ‘illegal’ activities, such as
working without a permit, driving without a license and using falsified documents. The increased
visibility involved in participation in any research project has serious implications for individuals
who actively conceal their migration status in certain contexts to avoid enforcement action. To
minimise this risk, I avoided recording participants’ real names and instead used pseudonyms.
Four participants selected their own pseudonyms, and I selected the other nine, at participants’
request, to match the form of their real names. For example, I selected English names for
participants who were known by an English name and matched the number of characters for
those who preferred to be known by Chinese names. I asked participants to sign consent forms
with either a cross or with their pseudonym. Aware that participation could reveal migrants’
irregular status to others in the community, I asked participants to choose interview venues in
which they felt most comfortable. I explained the limits of confidentiality to encourage
participants to make an informed decision about the information they shared (see information
sheet and consent form in appendix D). I also considered how to protect the identity of other

characters in migrants’ stories, such as spouses, children, friends and colleagues. For example, I

respected the request of Zhan Fang (4 /) to turn the audio recorder off when she discussed her
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husband who had lived in the UK with an irregular status for 18 years. Additionally, when the
interviews were transcribed, I omitted details which could have identified participants or other
characters in their narratives. Importantly, I followed the recommendation of Diivell et al.,
(2010) to avoid questions about criminal practises, including how migrants had travelled to the
UK, to prevent the acquisition of incriminating information which could, potentially, be used by
enforcement agents.

However, the consideration of participants’ anonymity extended beyond the research
interviews and remained prominent as I drafted initial field texts and then converted these to
preliminary and final research texts. The choice I made, long after interviews, to craft and
present participants’ narratives in long form incurred additional risks as readers may develop a
sense of participants’ lives from their stories. This decision served an epistemological purpose —
to honour the individual stories of participants and to enhance trustworthiness by allowing
readers to trace my interpretive steps (Riessman, 2008). Whilst it is unlikely that a reader who
does not know a participant would be able to identify them, it may be possible for a reader from
one of the sites of the study to identify participants. Although consent forms dealt with how
participants’ information would be used, including the use of direct quotations, participants did
not have the opportunity to comment on the presentation of their narratives in the final text.
Perhaps, as Josselson (2007) argued, this would be impractical given that the final text in this

inquiry represents my interpretation, constructed after I left the field.

3.5.2 Reciprocity and power in the research relationships

The relationships I developed with participants had ethical dimensions which centred around

the conflict between the social norms of reciprocity and the position of power I held as
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researcher. I developed rapport and a sense of collaboration with participants by making use of
different aspects of my identity. For example, I used my professional background in social work
to signpost participants to services when they were seeking support. My training in teaching
English as an additional language equipped me to offer free language classes in which I also
talked with Chinese parents about their children’s education. My experience of living in China
and studying Chinese language and culture became a common reference point in conversations.
The sense of reciprocity developed with participants perhaps accounted for why only four

participants accepted a £20 voucher as remuneration for the time commitment they made to the

study: despite my repeated offers, most participants said that taking part in the study was “;ZZ5"

(“nothing” or “no trouble™).

Despite the reciprocity shared with many participants, I undoubtedly held a powerful
position as a researcher. I purposively initiated relationships with participants, I had power over
the interpretation of the narratives and the benefits of authorship belong to me (Ellis, 2007, p.5).
The issue of power in the research relationships was complicated further by the sensitive nature
of the topic under study: participants may have positioned me as a moral judge of their behaviour
because of internalised shame about being subjected to an ‘illegal’ migration status (see Hydén,
2014). As in all narrative inquiries, the final research text is my own, crafted from participants’

stories.

3.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have justified the selection of narrative inquiry as the guiding methodology

used to conduct this study, and the fit with the research aims. In doing so, I have outlined my
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theoretical orientation to the study of undocumented Chinese migrants’ experiences. | have also
described the research process and my approach to analysis of participants’ narratives. The
discussion of ethical tensions is focused on the issues involved in engaging a potentially
vulnerable group of people in a narrative study. My aim to understand, interpret and represent
the personal stories of Chinese migrants placed me in a powerful position in relation to
participants. Therefore, I have sought to acknowledge and reflect on the unbalanced nature of the
research relationship in the final section of the chapter. In the next three chapters, I present my

interpretation of participants’ narratives created during the study.
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Table 1. Participant characteristics

Pseudonym | Gender/ | Country / Highest Marital Employment | Length Status at time of
age Province of level of status / no. | status of time interview
origin education | of children in the
UK
Joanne F /33 China / Fujian | Senior Married / | Unemployed | 13 years | Documented
Middle 3 children (previously
School undocumented

for 3 years)

Nian Zhen | F/31-40 | China/ Fujian | High Separated | Employed / 15 years | Documented
SHE School /2 waitress in a (previously
children Chinese semi-
Restaurant) undocumented
for 5 years)
Zhan Fang | F/41-50 | China/ Fujian | High Married / | Unemployed | 10 Documented
g School 1 child months | (temporary
status)
Meng F/31-40 | China/ High Married Unemployed | 6 months | Documented
o Guangdong School /1 child (temporary
status)
Wang M/51- | China/ High Married Employed / | 7 years Documented
F 60 Shanghai School /1 child chef in (previously

subjectto a
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Chinese temporary
restaurant status)
John M/ 22 Hong Kong College Single Employed / 14 years | Documented
Waiter in (temporary
Chinese status and
restaurant previously
undocumented)
Jin F/41-50 | China/ Fujian | Junior Married / | Unemployed | 10 years | Undocumented
& Middle 3 children
School
Sarah F /24 Born in South | University | Single Student 16 years | Documented
America, (undergrad (temporary
parents from uate) status and
China, previously
Guangdong undocumented)
Fei Hong M/ 50 China / Tianjin | High Married / | Self- 13 years | Documented
KIS school 1 child Employed / (previously
Chinese undocumented)
restaurant
owner
Yellow F /50 China / University | Separated | Employed 3 years Undocumented
Flower Guangdong (Masters) |/ 1 child (informal
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E=iY cleaning
work)
Yu Yan F /41 China / Fujian | Primary Married / | Unemployed | 14 years | Documented
BE school 3 children (previously
undocumented
for 9 years).
Feng Mian | F/38 China / Fujian | High Married / | Unemployed | 10 years | Undocumented
IXI,EE school 2 children
Z M/ 18 China / College Single Student 3 years Undocumented
Guangdong
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Chapter 4 The shift to an undocumented status
4.1 Introduction

As outlined in the previous chapter, narrative interviews were conducted with Chinese
migrants to explore their experiences of an undocumented status in the UK. In this chapter, and
the two chapters that follow, I present my interpretation of participants’ narratives in relation to
the research questions that guided this study. In the account of my approach to analysis presented
in chapter three, I outlined how I crafted the interview transcripts into coherent narratives to
convey the lived experience of migrants in relation to each research question. In this chapter, I
present the stories crafted from Jin, Sarah and Yellow Flower’s interviews alongside my
narrative analysis. These three stories were selected because they represented typical themes in
relation to the first research question: how did Chinese migrants experience the shift to an
undocumented status? In this chapter, and the two proceeding chapters, I present participants’
narratives in long form, presented as boxed text, followed by my interpretation of each story. I
begin with Jin’s story of an irregular entry, followed by Sarah’s story of growing up into an
undocumented status and, finally, Wang’s story of a semi-documented status. The chapter ends
with a commentary in which I draw together the key themes, narrative techniques and

reoccurring stories that related to participants’ experience of the shift to an undocumented status.

4.2 An irregular entry

One pathway into an undocumented status experienced by participants in the study was an
irregular entry which took place at the UK border. This pathway was a strategy for participants,

particularly those from Fujian province, to enter the UK to earn money and to reunite with
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spouses. The narrative presented below is taken from Jin’s story of her migration to the UK. In
the extract, the abbreviation ‘I1’° means ‘Interviewer 1’ and refers to me, the lead interviewer
during fieldwork. The term ‘I2’ is shorthand for ‘Interviewer 2’ and refers to the bilingual
Research Assistant who supported interviews conducted in Chinese. ‘P’ is used as shorthand for
‘participant’. Interviews that were conducted in English, without the support of the Research
Assistant, use the shorthand ‘I’ to refer to myself, the sole interviewer. In the discussion that
follows, I present my narrative analysis of the salient themes in Jin’s story: the circumstances
leading to her migration; the contrast between Jin’s expectations of her migration vs the reality

she faced; and her initial arrival experiences in the UK.

4.2.1 Jin’s (&) story

I1: Can you tell me your story of migrating to the UK?

P: My story of coming to the UK? Now the state allows you to give birth to
the second child, but back in 2007, the one-child policy was very strict in China.
At that time, I gave birth to my second child in China and the government was
very strict about this, so I was fined for having more than one child. Later, people
around me suggested that I should go abroad so that I could earn more money to
provide a better life for my parents and brothers because I am the eldest daughter
in my family. I thought it made a lot of sense and I wanted to go out and fight, so |

came to the UK. But things did not turn out the way I wanted. There are various
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kinds of difficulties, and it’s hard for you to find a job, even if you do find a job,
you have to do it secretly, like a thief.

I used to think that going abroad would give me a promising future. And in
order to go abroad, I could put everything aside. In fact, after you come here,
you’ll find things don’t turn out the way you want.

I1: Did you try to change your status when you first arrived here?

P: At that time, there was neither chance nor time for me to think about
changing my status. First of all, you spent a lot of money to go abroad, right?
Then you must try to repay the money first, or your parents would have to live a
hard life. So, regardless of the wage, we would generally take whatever jobs as
long as we were paid, right? We had to convince our parents that we could make a
living here in the UK in the first place. After that, we might think about applying
for status so that we could live a better life in the future. Actually, I didn’t mind
being black [undocumented]for a few years, because I could at least make some
money. So, [ worked desperately when I just came here, and I never thought of
changing my immigration status. Those who just came here usually won’t think
about that [regularizing their status]. Before I came here, I was thinking about
going abroad to work hard for a few years. We saved money in every way we
could when we just came here. We were even reluctant to spend half a pound,
because one pound equals to almost ten yuan.

I was in London when I first came here. They sent me to a place. I don’t
know whether it was a church. They sent me there and asked me to go out on my

own. It was awful. I couldn’t tell east from west or north from south. That was
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really a hard time. Now, whenever | come across any difficulty, I’ll pray to God.
Back at that time, I really didn’t know where to go. And it’s late at night. Later,
they told me to take a taxi. “Take a taxi and tell the driver where you want to go”,
they told me. So, I took a taxi to Chinatown to look for my friends. That was
really a miserable time. I was arrested at the airport when I first came here. Later,
I was released, and they let me go on my own. I completely didn’t know where to
go. When I just came here, I didn’t have a job, and I lived at my friend’s home.
Though my friend didn’t ask me to leave, I could feel her unwillingness. That was

really a hard time. Now, I feel quite relieved, the past is the past, and nobody

knows what will happen tomorrow.

Circumstances leading to migration

When invited to tell her story about coming to the UK, Jin began her narrative in her
hometown in Fujian. To describe her motivation for migrating irregularly, she first explained that
the one child policy in China meant that, when she gave birth to her second child, she was fined.
This simple statement suggested that in Jin’s life in China, political structures had a direct effect
on her family life. Jin’s narrative then turned quickly to her family: her two daughters, parents
and brothers in China. She explained that she was the eldest in her family and implied that she
had a responsibility to provide for her family and she positioned her migration as a strategy to

improve the lives of her family members, perhaps implicitly constructing her responsibility in

terms of Confucian notions of filial responsibility (22) or rural Chinese family structures. This

framing of the decision to migrate as a family strategy was typical of the whole set of narratives.
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Jin explained that the idea to migrate overseas to provide for her family was suggested to her
by the people around her, rather than a decision she made independently. Other participants also
talked about the influence that friends and people in their hometowns had on their decision to
migrate. Jin’s family’s story, where both Jin and her husband left their young children to earn
money overseas, is not unusual in the context of Fujianese culture. Similar story arcs emerged in

Yu Yan and Feng Mian’s narratives. As discussed in chapter two, Fujian is known as a migrant-

sending (fff2) province in China with established chains of international migration. Jin’s

description of meeting with friends in London’s Chinatown when she first arrived suggested that

she had a network of hometown contacts (%2 ) already based in the UK who were awaiting her

arrival. Jin summarised her decision to migrate with the emphatic clause, “I wanted to go out
and fight”. This phrase was also used by other participants in the study and suggested a

willingness to endure hardships to improve her own life and the lives of her family members.

Expectations vs reality

Despite Jin’s desire to “fight” for a better life, her expectations of migrating to the UK were
at odds with the reality she experienced. Jin was prepared to “work hard” and to tolerate low
wages, but she was not prepared for the fact that finding work would be extremely difficult or
that she would have to work “secretly, like a thief”. Although Jin knew she was entering the UK

as an undocumented migrant (Jin used a colloquial Chinese term for undocumented migrant —

E2” meaning “black” - a shortened version of “E2” or “B& A" — “black passport” or “black

person”), her narrative suggested that she had not realised the full implications of this status. In

part, the difficult reality faced by Jin that contrasted with her expectations may be related to the

107



hostile environment immigration policies enacted in the UK since her arrival. Jin’s claim that she
was able to work and make money during her first few years in the UK was echoed in the
narratives of other participants. However, several participants described employers’ growing
reluctance to hire undocumented migrants due to the introduction of employer sanctions and the
increase in workplace raids by immigration officers.

To make the migration a success, Jin explained that she “put everything aside” and made
great sacrifices to migrate to the UK. She left her three daughters and her parents and brother
and paid a large sum of money to migrate. The money was loaned from her parents and Jin and
her husband “worked desperately” when they first arrived in the UK until they had paid back the
debt owed. Jin’s statement that she was “reluctant to spend half a pound” gave a sense of how
frugal she had to be to repay the debt. The considerable investment made by parents back in
China and the necessity of paying back this loan was a common feature of the stories of
participants who migrated irregularly. After paying off the debt, Jin’s full narrative revealed that
her father passed away, leaving her mother as the sole carer for her three daughters. Jin’s status
meant that she was unable to return to China to join her family in mourning her father’s death.
Jin’s disappointment about the result of her sacrifices was palpable in her statement: “I used to
think that going abroad would give me a promising future ...but things didn’t turn out how I

wanted”.

Arrival experiences
Having compared her expectations with the harsh realities of her life in the UK, Jin’s
narrative developed to recall, in a fragmented way, the first hours and days of her arrival. Her

account was non-linear and moved backwards and forwards in time, between her arrival at an
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unspecified airport and subsequent arrest (presumably for not having the appropriate documents),
and her stay with an “unwilling” friend. The narrative took place in several locations: at an
airport, a church, a taxi, and finally Jin arrived in London’s Chinatown. Jin made several
references to a third person “they”, without assigning an identity to this repeated pronoun.
“They” appeared to be in control of Jin’s arrival, giving her instructions about where to go and
how to travel. It is unclear from the account if she was referring to the people who facilitated her
irregular migration, the police (following her arrest at the airport), or other voluntary workers or
professionals associated with the church to which she was taken. The account reflected how
disorientating the experience was for Jin, captured in the clause, “I couldn’t tell east from west or
north from south.” The emotional impact of this arrival experience was conveyed in the

evaluative clauses that frequently interrupted the plot, such as: “it was awful”; “that was really a

hard time”; and “that was really a miserable time” (APRHEERIIFISIFIS).

The experience of arrest, detention and release that Jin faced when she first arrived in the
UK became a reoccurring pattern in her full narrative as she had been repeatedly “caught” (in her
words) and detained in immigration detention centres. Jin joked that she did not understand why
Home Office officials were so interested in her. Despite her jovial manner, Jin’s accounts of
being arrested during the night and taken to detention centres with her young daughter were
imbued with anxiety. The final sentence of Jin’s arrival story acted as a coda to bring the story to
a close; “Now, I feel quite relieved, the past is the past, and nobody knows what will happen

tomorrow.” After recalling difficult past experiences throughout the interview, Jin returned to the

present day, frequently repeating the phrases “take it day by day” (fi—XKiF—X) and “take it
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step by step” (E—EE—2F). Jin’s strategy for dealing with the uncertainty of her migration

status was to focus on the present and remain open about the future.

4.3 Growing up into an undocumented status

Another pathway into irregularity identified in participants’ narratives related specifically to
those who had migrated to the UK as children. These participants’ stories of becoming subject to
an undocumented status as they approached adulthood captured a gradual process in which the
legal provisions that applied to them as children were replaced by the legal constraints that
applied to their new identity as undocumented adults. The narrative presented below, Sarah’s
story, provides an example of the experience of growing up into an undocumented status. In my
discussion of Sarah’s story, I examine: her gradual realisation about her irregular status;

irregularity as a family secret; and, finally, her experience of being trapped in the present.

4.3.1 Sarah’s story

I: Would you mind telling me your story about moving to the UK?

P: I don’t really know much about it to be honest because it was normally my
parents that took care of everything because we were really young, we didn’t
really understand about immigration, we just went wherever our parents took us.
And erm, it was only until we got a bit older that we realised that things weren’t

normal, like, we couldn’t go on holidays, we couldn’t leave the UK. And I heard
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that was to do with my dad’s employer at the time. He didn’t, erm, I don’t know

what it’s called, like “#gf” [return tax], like tax or something.

I: Right, he didn’t pay taxes?

P: Erm, for my dad, so my Dad became, I don’t know, eventually we found a
solicitor who was supposed to help us with our immigration application, and then
they went bankrupt and they didn’t tell us and they just left and then we just woke
up one morning and we were illegal. And then, its only until four years ago that
we officially got status. But up until that point we were, I think we call it “black”.
Yeah, I can’t remember very much, I don’t know what else. Yeah, it was quite, it
was quite difficult.

We couldn’t do a lot of things, like, I couldn’t have a bank account, my
sisters, my sister and my brother and me we didn’t have bank accounts. Erm,
when we turned 17, we couldn’t apply for a driving license. Erm, just really basic
stuff that other people had access to that we didn’t. Like, we couldn’t even get a
national insurance in order to work. And we couldn’t apply for university, so we
didn’t have an education. We couldn’t find a proper job apart from, erm,
Chinatown jobs where they would pay you very little. And sometimes you feel
threatened if you work there because there’s always the fear that they might report
you to the Home Office so there’s nothing you can do. And, so it was quite, quite
a journey [laughs].

I was very depressed for a while. Well, I was anyway, and I know my Mum
was as well. It felt like we couldn’t move forward, and we couldn’t go back so we

were just always stuck in this middle ground, not really being allowed to do
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anything. Erm, and my Mum was really frustrated because at that time we did
have a takeaway, we were paying taxes, we were contributing and, we were
contributing a lot, they took a lot from us. And, yet we weren’t allowed anything

so it felt a bit unfair.

A gradual realisation about status

Sarah began her story of migrating to the UK as an eight-year-old child with the phrase, “I
don’t really know much about it”. This opening sentence set the scene for a narrative in which
Sarah and her family had little control over the events that happened. The sentence also alluded
to Sarah’s limited understanding, especially as a young child, in relation to her own migration
story and legal status. Sarah explained that the decision to migrate was made by her parents who
“took care of everything” as she and her siblings were “really young” and they “didn’t really
understand about immigration”. Therefore, the decision was framed outside of Sarah’s, and her
siblings’, control. The circumstances that led to the family becoming undocumented were
centred around Sarah’s father’s employer failing to report tax returns on behalf of her father,
which invalidated his work visa. In this opening section, Sarah also described how the family
sought help from a solicitor who went bankrupt and, as she revealed later in the narrative,
disappeared with a large fee and the family’s documents. The narrative suggested that Sarah and
her family had limited agency over their migration status, in contrast with other characters, such
as employers and lawyers, who held considerable control over their legal identities.

Next, the narrative turned to Sarah and her siblings’ realisation over time that they had an
irregular migration status. They discovered as they grew older that “things weren’t normal”.

Sarah repeatedly returned to the idea of a “normal” against which her life was unfavourably
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compared throughout the narrative. As a young child, this contrast with a “normal” life was
realised in small differences, such as the fact that the family could not go on holiday or leave the
UK. As Sarah and her siblings reached adulthood, their irregular status had an increasingly
harmful impact on their development. A similar story arc was also found in John and Z’s
narratives, the other participants in the study who migrated to the UK as children with their
mothers. Sarah, John and Z were able to access education as children until they reached the age
of 18 when their status began to have a more punitive effect on their opportunities for education
and employment. Sarah, John and Z’s narratives suggested that there was an intersection
between age and status that had a powerful effect on the experience of shifting to an
undocumented status.

As Sarah slowly realised that she had an irregular status, her understanding of the causes of

this status developed. Sarah stated, “I heard that was to do with my dad’s employer. He didn’t,

erm, I don’t know what it’s called, like, “#RF” [return tax], like tax or something. So my dad

became, I don’t know.” This clause suggested that Sarah was not told directly about the events
that led to the family becoming undocumented. Instead, the use of “I heard” created an image of
a child overhearing adult conversations and using these fragments to piece together a narrative
about the family’s status. She ended this part of her story with the clause, “I don’t know”, almost
afraid to articulate that her father, and, subsequently, the family, became undocumented. This
theme of making sense of fragments of information reoccurred later in the interview when Sarah
described her experience of translating letters from the Home Office on behalf of her parents as a
young child:

I just remember getting loads of letters in big brown envelopes and every time,

cause my Mum couldn’t read English, we had to read it and translate it back to her
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and then it would be like, ‘deportation’, ‘illegal’ and stuff like that. Couldn’t even

read some of the words, didn’t know what the words meant, but I just knew that it

wasn’t good stuff, it was bad news.
Although Sarah was responsible for translating these Home Office documents for her non-
English speaking parents, her understanding of their meaning was partial. However, she intuited
that the letters were “bad news” for the family. Sarah’s sense that the letters were “bad news”,
coupled with the emotional impact of these letters, which Sarah later described as “a big blow to
the family, we’d be depressed for weeks”, suggested that growing up as an undocumented child
was a frightening and disorientating experience.

Having described how her understanding of her status developed as she grew older,
capturing a long passage of time (the family were undocumented for approximately 12 years),
Sarah then returned to the time that the family’s status shifted to become undocumented. This
was conveyed as a sudden shift that occurred overnight: “we woke up one morning and we were
illegal”. The juxtaposition of the everyday activity, “we woke up one morning”, with the
extraordinary phrase, “we were illegal”, emphasised the dramatic impact of this shift in status.
This clause again highlighted the fact that the shift in status was outside of the family’s control —
all they did was wake up, a mundane, daily action, but that particular morning, their status had

changed.

Irregularity as a family secret
The language Sarah used to tell her story of growing up into an undocumented status
suggested that she was revealing a long-held family secret. Although the interview took place in

English, Sarah code switched between English, the language she had acquired through her
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education in the UK, and Cantonese, the language she spoke at home with her family. The
uncertainty with which Sarah translated Cantonese terms that related to her status into English
suggested that she had rarely spoken about the shift to an undocumented status to others outside

of her family. For example, Sarah hesitated when translating the colloquial Chinese term for

undocumented, “E8”: “I think we call it ‘black’”. She also expressed uncertainty about how to

translate the circumstances in which her father’s work visa was invalidated: “/ don 't know what

it’s called, like, “Hgf” [return tax], like tax or something”. The difficulty Sarah encountered

when translating this key incident suggested that she had long maintained her story of growing
up into an undocumented status as a family secret. Later in her interview, Sarah confirmed this
when she explained: “it wasn’t safe to tell people that, you know, you had no status. Didn’t know
who you could trust.”

Interestingly, Sarah was one of the few participants in the study who referred to herself, and
her family, as “illegal”. She discussed her story with terms derived from UK policy discourses
about undocumented migration, such as: “immigration”, “deportation” and “status”. Her grasp of
the official English terms suggested that she was aware of the pejorative framing of
undocumented migrants in mainstream UK political and media discourse. By code switching
between the personal, Cantonese terms used within her own family, and the English terms taken
from policy and mainstream discourse, Sarah seemed to bring two languages, with two different
ways of framing undocumented status, into dialogue with each other. The effect was to produce
two narrative accounts of the shift to an undocumented status: one in which the shift was a
deeply personal family tragedy; and another outward-facing narrative in which an undocumented

status was a source of shame and therefore a secret to be concealed from others.
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The narrative voice that Sarah used to tell her story also suggested how deeply intwined her
own experience of an irregular status was with her family’s experience. For example, there were
few clauses in which Sarah used the singular first-person narrative voice. Instead, she mostly told
her narrative through the plural “we”, relating her own experiences to that of her siblings and
parents. Additionally, when constructing the impact of the shift to an undocumented status on her
inner life, Sarah identified closely with her mother and their shared experience of depression.
These linguistic devices indicate that Sarah’s migration story was not an individual narrative, but

a family story.

Suspended in the present

Having explained how the family became undocumented, Sarah then described the impact of
undocumented status on herself and her siblings. Beginning with the clause “we couldn’t do a
lot of things”, she then listed activities that she was excluded from, including: “have a bank
account”; “apply for a driving license”, “get a national insurance [number]”, “apply for
university” and “find a proper job”. All these activities were associated with certain stages and
ages in the transition to adulthood that Sarah and her siblings were unable to pass through. Sarah
compared her experiences with her peers, again evoking a “normal” that her life had diverged
from: “just really basic stuff that other people had access to that we didn’t”. Instead of passing
through the milestones that mark the transition to adulthood, Sarah was trapped in the present: “It
felt like we couldn’t move forward, and we couldn’t go back so we were just always stuck in this
middle ground”. The sense of time paused evoked in this clause is emphasised by the contrast

with the other uses of time in the extract: the slow realisation about status; and the sudden shift to

an “illegal” status.
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Whilst trapped in the present, the fact that Sarah was unable to apply for university
alongside her friends and peers became a significant theme in the interview as it was a source of
disappointment. Sarah’s only option was to find a “Chinatown job”” where the pay was low and
the risk of being reported to the Home Office high. The phrase “Chinatown job” captured a set of
experiences that Sarah went on to detail in the full interview which included: low pay; long
working hours; few breaks; only one day off per week; and poor treatment by colleagues and
customers. These experiences were shared by other participants who had knowledge of
“Chinatown jobs” (explored in the next chapter). Despite these hardships, Sarah, along with most
of the participants in the study, was grateful for the opportunity to work when other options were
closed off to her due to her irregular status.

In the final paragraph of the above extract, Sarah turned to her inner world and the impact of
undocumented status on her mental health. Sarah identified closely with her mother when she
explained that they both felt “depressed for a while”. In her full narrative, Sarah articulated how
the uncertainty of her future, her lack of control, combined with her inability to confide in friends
about her current circumstances, left her anxious and isolated. This emotional experience
appeared to have led to a sense of injustice as Sarah stressed that, during the years that the family
were without legal status, they worked hard to run a successful takeaway and to pay tax on their
earnings. In a series of clauses that repeated the same point four times, she stressed that the
family were “contributing”: “we were paying taxes, we were contributing and, we were
contributing a lot, they took a lot from us”. Despite their contributions, the family received little
in return and they “weren’t allowed to do anything”. However, this sense of injustice was diluted
in the concluding sentence: “it felt a bit unfair”. Sarah’s tone and language became softer as she

brought this part of the story to an end. Sarah’s sense of injustice about her family’s difficult
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story appeared to be mitigated by her understanding of the official language of immigration

discourse and the mainstream perceptions of “illegal” migration.

4.4 A semi-documented status

The third pathway into irregularity identified across participants’ narratives related to the
Chinese migrants in the study who were, or had been, subjected to a ‘semi-documented’ status (a
term borrowed from Paraskevopoulou, 2011, p.113) such as a temporary work or spouse visa.
Although legally able to work and reside in the UK, such migrants walked a thin line between
documented and undocumented as any violation of the requirements of their visa would
invalidate their right to reside in the UK and push them into an irregular status. Such a violation
could occur as a result of the actions of others, such as employers or spouses. In this section, |
present Wang’s narrative in which he recalled his experience of a semi-documented status
subject to a five-year work visa. In the interpretation of the narrative that follows, I examine:
Wang’s non-linear journey to the UK, his experience of being trapped by the work visa and,
finally, his account of waiting to become a ‘whole migrant’. Wang’s interview took place with
his wife, Meng, at the request of both participants. Although they told their migration stories in

turn, their narratives also weaved in and out of each narrator’s perspectives and experiences.

4.4.1 Wang’s (F) story

P: After graduating from high school, I came to the UK. People tried

persuading me to go to college, but I didn’t because I was so in the mood for
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making money. I qualified to get the permanent residence in 2010, but I was
advised that I could obtain the British citizenship because I had this certificate,
and I came to the UK quite early.

Considering that my wife and my child were still in Shanghai, my son was
only two years old when I left Shanghai, I thought it would be more convenient
for them to come here if I got the British citizenship.

After studying here for about six months, I passed the test and obtained the
certificate. After that, I worked among those foreigners. I only studied English
related to kitchen work. The fundamental reason was that I didn’t have time to
because we all know that people who come to the UK mostly have to work apart
from studying English. For semi-immigrants like us who apply for a work visa to
come here, your work is the centre. When you are in the kitchen, you can’t do
many other things. I got the work visa after staying in the UK for five years. I was
afraid that the allowable number of immigration certificates would be reduced.
Moreover, people might deliberately make things difficult for you if you only
have the permanent residence. You have to do this, for there’s no other way out.
That’s why I said every Chinese who came to the UK has got story of hot and
bitter tears.

On impulse, I wanted to come here, to the UK, because there was a fever of
going abroad in Shanghai during the 1980s and the 1990s. Some people went to
Japan, some went to America, and some to the UK. A lot of people went abroad. I
wanted to come to the UK. In 2010, I came to the UK where there are two cultures

[British culture and the culture of the established, Hong Kong-Chinese
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community]. And I have never been subjected to such abuses while working in
China. I was mistreated by the Chinese living in the UK rather than the native
British. That job was overloaded. In fact, people used to think it was hard working
in China. I think they were wrong because they had never gone abroad and
experienced how difficult it was working overseas. You can go and ask anyone
who came here with a work visa, and I believe he or she will probably cry. So
those who came to the UK with a work visa really have their stories of hot and
bitter tears, really bitterness and tears. Why? Because you’re an immigrant with a
work visa, you just can’t quit the job. There’s a contract between you and your
boss. If you offend your boss, he can refuse to report your tax returns or even
eliminate your work visa. Then you’ll be finished, and you have to go back,
otherwise you can’t even change your job. If I want to do another job, I’ll need the
certificate issued by my current boss, without which I can’t change my job.
Therefore, the blood and tears of the work visa started here. He [your employer]
will catch you tightly.

Therefore, to stay and live in the UK, you really have to worry about many
things. And you’re unable to find a way out. But there are also a lot of people who
do not care about this. It doesn’t matter to them because they smuggled in and
they don’t expect their family to come, so it just doesn’t matter. Instead, such
people can be free and unfettered, am I right? However, we came here with a goal,
what is that? We came here because we want to bring our family here so that our
children can receive better education than they can back in China, and this is for

surc.
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A non-linear journey to the UK

Wang’s narrative began with reference to his first trip to the UK in 1989 and his first (of
three) visa application rejection. His early experiences of travel to the UK were intertwined
throughout his narrative with his current stay, of seven years at the time of the interview. In his
full narrative, Wang also described several migration sub-plots: he had spent ten years running a
Chinese restaurant in North America, only for his application for permanent residence to be
declined. His hometown was Shanghai, but he had married a woman, Meng, from Guangdong
who then migrated internally from the countryside in the South of China to the large
municipality of Shanghai. The scale of the change that Meng had to adapt to left her dependent
on Wang, “like a child”, to organise her daily life. Therefore, when he left her alone in Shanghai
with their two-year-old son to migrate to the UK, both Wang and Meng “suffered a lot” to adapt
to their new circumstances as they set upon a long-term strategy to reunite in the UK in the
future. This strategy was successful, and Wang’s wife and son had joined him in the UK six
months prior to the interview.

Behind the success of Wang’s overarching family migration story were a series of twists and
turns in Wang’s migration goals and the strategies he used to pursue these goals. For example,
Wang’s contrasting statements about his migration goals suggested that his motivations changed

over time. As a young man, he was motivated by “impulse” and a “mood for making money”

(AR ®RX 3 7 $%EEME 7). This “mood” was influenced by the fact that many of his peers

migrated internationally during the 1980s and 90s as there was a “fever of going abroad” at that
time in Shanghai. This “fever” is likely to have been fuelled by narratives about overseas
Chinese earning large amounts of money and sending remittances home. However, as the story

progressed, and captured Wang’s growing age, increased responsibility after getting married and
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having a child, his business successes and difficulties, his goal changed and became more serious
and resolute: “to improve our child’s education”.

The change in Wang’s strategy to achieve his migration goal was also captured in his
narrative. Having originally planned to apply for permanent residence after five years subject to
a work visa, Wang was advised that he was eligible to apply for British citizenship. He seized
this opportunity and changed his migration strategy, as he judged that British citizenship would
help him to fulfil his plan of bringing his family to the UK. This change of strategy involved the
loss of Wang’s Chinese citizenship and the loss of his pension savings built up over 30 years in
China. The change also drew a firm boundary between Wang’s present life and his past, to which

he could no longer return.

Trapped by the work visa

Whilst narrating the plot of his migration, Wang also evaluated his own story, labelling it “a

miserable story”, the telling of which evoked “hot and bitter tears” (32E&iH). Wang’s account of

the cause of his difficulties were centred around how his relationship with his employer mediated
his relationship with the state and influenced his status security. In contrast with the caring

relationship of dependence he described between himself and his wife when she first moved to
Shanghai, Wang described his relationship with his “Z#%” (boss) as a form of trap. He
explained that he was dependent on his employer to maintain his employment and to report his
tax returns to comply with the conditions of his work visa. Wang used a series of conditional

clauses to describe what would happen if he challenged his boss or his working conditions: “if

you offend your boss, he can refuse to report your tax returns or even eliminate your work visa.
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Then you’ll be finished. If I want to do another job, I’ll need the certificate issued by my current
boss”. Wang’s description captured a sense of entrapment in exploitative working conditions:
despite being “overloaded” and “mistreated”, he had no recourse to complain or to leave the job
without compromising his status.

The field notes I recorded after the interview with Wang and Meng noted how, when
describing his experience of exploitation in the Chinese catering industry, Wang’s otherwise
jovial demeanour changed. His sense of injustice, like Sarah above, was evident in the change in
his tone and body language. He sat more upright, leant forward, gesticulated with more vigour,
raised his voice and eventually became tearful and took a break from the interview to compose
himself. Wang seemed particularly disturbed by the fact that his exploitation had taken place at
the hands of Chinese restaurant owners from Hong Kong who were well-established in the UK.
Although Wang had expected to encounter difficulties in UK society, he had not anticipated that
he would have to face an exploitative culture within the Chinese catering industry. Wang
lamented, “I have never been subjected to such abuses while working in China. I was mistreated
by the Chinese living in the UK rather than the native British.” The difficulties Wang had
endured and the power imbalance in his relationship with his employer were summarised in the

concluding clause: “the blood and tears of the work visa started here. He [your employer] will

catch you tightly” (fBFEFEHT{ES(R). This visceral description of entrapment seemed fitting for

the physical and emotional hardships of work that Wang described in his wider narrative.
Although Wang’s narrative was a story of personal endurance to acquire British citizenship,

he also related his experiences to other Chinese migrants subject to a work visa with phrases

such as: “every Chinese who came to the UK has got a miserable story”; “You can go and ask

anyone who came here with a work visa, and I believe he or she will probably cry”; “those who
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came to the UK with a work visa really have their own stories of hot and bitter tears”. In his
wider narrative, Wang also acknowledged that the difficulties he experienced in the UK were
mirrored by his wife’s experiences who, having been left alone without a support network in
Shanghai, had to “climb up” to survive. These examples typify how, throughout the narrative,

Wang related his own suffering to the suffering of others.

Waiting to become a ‘whole migrant’

Having left his wife and child in Shanghai and endured exploitative working conditions in
the UK, Wang felt that he had no choice but to pursue permanent residence in the UK. As
Wang’s narrative progressed, the key message became increasingly singular: “there’s no other
way out”. This phrase suggested that Wang’s ability to wait and to endure difficulties were his
only means of escape. He referred to the option to return to China just once in the interview,
quickly dismissing this as undesirable and likening a return to being “finished”. His inability to
consider a return seemed to be grounded in the physical and emotional labour he had invested
into his migration to the UK. In the context of his sacrifices, and those made by his family, a

return to China became unthinkable.

To describe his status as a migrant subject to a work visa, Wang used the Chinese term “3

FZER” which directly translates as “half-migrant” or “semi-migrant”. This term suggested that

migrating to the UK with a work visa involved a process of becoming, and implied that waiting
and enduring were requirements of becoming a ‘whole migrant’. Wang compared his experience
throughout the narrative with that of undocumented Chinese migrants in the UK. Although he

recognised the hardships they experienced, Wang also highlighted the fact that they were free
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from exploitative relationships with employers because, if they experienced poor treatment, they

could find alternative employment. In this respect, undocumented migrants were “free and

Ayxvi

unfettered” (FR15181% J) by the burdens of status compliance that Wang had had to endure.

Wang located this freedom, implicitly, in undocumented migrant’s migration goals: because they
did not plan to bring their families to the UK, undocumented migrants had fewer concerns about
their conduct. Interestingly, this was not the case for the undocumented Chinese migrants in the
study who all shared Wang’s goal of reuniting with their families in the UK.
Wang brought this section of his narrative to a close by reemphasising his goal,

with the use of rhetorical questions for impact:

We came here with a goal, what is that? We came here because we want to bring

our family here so that our children can receive better education than they can

back in China, and this is for sure.
Wang had become increasingly resolute about his goal and the emphatic clause, “this is for
sure”, underlined his certainty that this was the reason he has endured such difficulties. Perhaps
this narrative sustained Wang through his difficult early years as a semi-documented migrant in

the UK.

4.5 Commentary

The three story-types presented in this chapter depict the three different paths into
undocumented (or semi-documented) status that were identified across the data set. Despite
differences in the circumstances and events that led to participants being subjected to irregular

statuses, Jin, Sarah and Wang’s stories shared commonalities in the way in which stories were

125



sequenced, characters were framed, and narrators’ emotional responses were constructed. In the
discussion below, I examine the commonalities in relation to plot, character and affect.

In all three accounts examined in this chapter, and in the wider set of narratives, the plot of
participants’ stories followed a broadly similar progression of themes. Most accounts, like Jin
and Wang’s, began in China and sketched participants’ pre-migratory lives to explain their
motivations for their migration. These pre-migratory lives, despite hardships, were often
presented as a time of innocence before they had experienced the realities of an undocumented

status (with one notable exception where previous experiences of domestic abuse overshadowed

the narrator’s migration story). Like their hometown friends and contacts (%) who had

migrated before them, most participants made considerable sacrifices to migrate in the hope of a
better life for themselves and their families. Participants like Sarah, who migrated to the UK as
children, had fewer memories of their pre-migratory lives, but their stories similarly began
during a time of innocence when their future lay ahead of them and would follow a “normal”
trajectory. The shift to an undocumented status, then, became a key turning point in the lives of
the narrators which changed the course of their futures. Descriptions of the effect of this turning
point were the dramatic climax of Jin, Sarah and Wang’s stories, and, indeed, most of the
narratives in the study. Finally, narrators concluded their stories with a return to the present day.
Within this broadly similar progression of themes in the narratives, I, in my role as listener,
often experienced a sense of disorientation which appeared to mirror participants’ recall of
disorienting events. This disorientation reflected the narrators’ own experience of a stressful
sequence of events in their lives. In Jin’s narrative, for example, her disorientation upon arrival
in the UK was conveyed with strength in her story: Jin was lost in unknown places, confused by

the instructions of a nameless “they” and afraid. Jin’s narrative became difficult to follow at this
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point, mirroring her own experience. Similarly, Sarah’s narrative conveyed a sense of
disorientation as she described her gradual realisation that she was subjected to an undocumented
status. Finally, Wang’ story was perhaps the most non-linear in form, told through a series of
anecdotes, with migration sub-plots, multiple trips to the UK and goals that changed over time.
The sense of disorientation created in the narratives suggested that the shift to an undocumented
status could create disorder in migrants’ life stories that the narrators struggled to retell in a
coherent way.

Turning to the use of character in the narratives, there were several commonalities in stories
in this chapter that I also noted in the wider data set. First, although Jin, Sarah and Wang’s
narratives detailed their personal experiences, all three were told as stories of collective
experience. The circumstances in which they migrated revolved around their family relationships
and the decision to migrate appeared to be made at the level of the family rather than the
individual. For example, Jin, the eldest of her siblings, had a responsibility to care for her
siblings and parents as they aged, and her responsibility motivated her migration. The fact that
her parents paid a large sum of money for her to be smuggled into the UK meant that her family
were heavily invested in the success of her migration story. Wang’s wife had also invested in her
husband’s migration story by enduring seven years alone in Shanghai, as an internal migrant,
with her young child. This explains why Jin and Wang, like other participants, interweaved their
own stories with the stories of their families. Jin’s multiple reference to her parents, siblings and
children left behind in China, Sarah’s use of plural pronouns to convey a sense of shared
experiences with her siblings and her mother, and Wang’s awareness that his most difficult
period of time was also a period of suffering for his wife in Shanghai, suggested that the stories

were not just individual but family stories. Therefore, each narrator shared the role of ‘main
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character’ with their family members: successes in the narrators’ stories meant success for their
family narratives.

The main characters also shared experiences of limited agency in relation to their status.
Although Jin migrated to the UK irregularly through choice, her agency was constrained on
arrival. Jin was afraid, forced to rely on unwilling others, separated from her husband who had
migrated before her, and forced to face reoccurring incidents of arrest and detention due to her
irregular status. Similarly, Sarah presented her shift to undocumented status as an event that was
out of her control and beyond the control of her parents. Wang, to meet the requirements of his
work visa, had to sacrifice his freedom to complain about his working conditions or to change
his employment. In all three accounts, and in the wider set of narratives, other characters such as
employers, solicitors and smugglers held power over the narrators’ lives.

When recalling their experiences of the shift to an undocumented status, participants not
only recalled the events in their narratives, but they also constructed the effect on their inner
lives. In Jin, Sarah and Wang’s narratives, and the wider data set, a sense of loss was conveyed
by participants: loss of relationships, financial losses, loss of freedom and the loss of hopes for
the future as participants’ lives, dominated by status concerns, did not progress in the ways they
had anticipated. The descriptions of these losses were emotional moments of most interviews,
which suggested that the losses incurred because of undocumented status had a profound effect
on participants’ lives. Other salient emotional responses were shock and surprise. Most narrators
told stories about how their experiences diverged from their expectations. For example, Jin had
experienced the consequences of contravening state policy in China, but she was surprised by the
degree of surveillance she had been subjected to by the UK Home Office. Additionally, Sarah’s

childhood had been shaped by her growing awareness that her family were different to others,
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but the event that led to the family becoming ‘illegal” was experienced as a shock that
reverberated through Sarah’s life. Wang was also profoundly shocked by the abuses he had
experienced in the Chinese catering industry and the fact that his exploitation was at the hands of
Chinese restaurant owners. For most of the participants in the study, the shift to an
undocumented status, even if part of a planned strategy, was a surprising life event in which their

lives diverged from the expectations they had held prior to their migration.

4.6 Conclusion

In this chapter I have examined three story-types about the shift to an undocumented status
identified across the data set. Some participants became undocumented as part of a planned
migration strategy, some grew up into an undocumented status, and some came to the UK
subject to a semi-legal status to discover that their experiences would be comparable with those
without a regular status. Regardless of these differences, almost all the narrators framed the shift
to an undocumented status as a major life event, which often spanned several years. Being made
subject to an undocumented status marked a transition into a new life and drew a line under a
past to which participants could no longer return. Such status shifts were also presented as the
beginning of a passage through hardships in migrants’ narratives that would require endurance
and patience to survive. Many participants had experienced difficulties in China, such as poverty,
abuse, the consequences of violating state policies, unemployment and bankruptcy, but the
experience of exploitation, state surveillance and the loss of freedom, agency and an imagined
future, were described as a profound shock. However, these hardships were not experienced
alone, at least not in the imaginations of participants. Narrators shared the role of main character

in their stories with their family members, either those left in China or those present in the UK.
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Telling their stories in collective rather than individual terms appeared to sustain participants
through the most arduous parts of their migration journeys. In the next chapter, I move forward
in time, away from the initial shift to an undocumented status, to explore how participants’

narratives portrayed everyday life with an irregular status.
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Chapter 5 Everyday life with an undocumented status

5.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, I presented my interpretation of three participant narratives that
illustrated different pathways into an irregular or semi documented status. In this chapter, I focus
on Chinese migrants’ experiences of everyday life subjected to an undocumented status in the
UK. In doing so, I address the second research question underpinning this study: how did
Chinese migrants experience everyday life with an undocumented status? Here, I intentionally
focus on the narratives of three Chinese women to illustrate the intersection of an undocumented
status with gender which, as noted in chapter two, was an under researched topic in the existing
literature. I show how experiences that were specific to women participants, such as pregnancy,
childcare, and gendered roles in Chinese restaurants and takeaways, converged with an
undocumented status and shaped the daily lives of Chinese women. The first narrative, Yu Yan’s
story, is centred on precarious work and motherhood. The second narrative, Nian Zhen’s story, is
focused on the demands of the Chinese restaurant. Finally, I present Feng Mian’s story in which
parenting a child with a learning difficulty whilst being subjected to an irregular migration status
led to an uneasy life. Like the previous chapter, I present the stories in long form, followed by
my interpretative commentary. The chapter ends with a discussion of the commonalities between

the stories and the connection with the full data set.

5.2 Precarious work and motherhood

The first story is taken from Yu Yan’s account of an undocumented life in the UK. The

extract conveyed her experiences of being undocumented and unemployed, of tolerating
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precarious employment and a surprising event in her story arc: becoming pregnant with twin

daughters. When telling her story, Yu Yan frequently switched between the first person “I”” (%)

and the plural “we” (F{i]). In my interpretative comment, I discuss the potential meaning of this

storytelling device.

5.2.1 Yu Yan’s (iB#%) story

I1: Could you tell me a little about your experience of work?

P: When I first arrived, I was unemployed for over six months. Because I had
no status, employers did not dare to hire me. Later, introduced by a fellow
villager, we were washing dishes in a restaurant for a while. But when the
government began to check status more strictly, I was fired once again. Life was
especially tense during that period of time. Even when I had a job, I was worried
all day long, fearing that I would be fired by my boss tomorrow. So, I cherished
every job I did. We were anxious that the boss would fire us if we did anything
wrong. After working for a while, we were unemployed and homeless again. We
were unemployed for almost a year. Hearing the police siren, we were rather
panicked. Asking the way on the road, we were particularly nervous when we saw
the police. There was a period of time when we were unemployed, but we also

needed money to rent the house. So, we shared a room with others. Because there
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were so many people, we had to sleep on the floor. We made a bed on the floor by
putting a quilt on the ground. It was just a place to sleep, but we still had to pay.

Later, introduced by my fellow villager, I found a job doing handy work in a
family take-away. The boss was also from my village, but he suffered from an
emotional illness, a psychological illness due to his family relationships and he
often got physical with me. At that time, I was really scared. He arranged for me
to sleep in the basement garage, but I still felt that it’s better to have a place to
sleep than sleep out on the streets. Although the boss was a little mentally
perverted, at least I could get my wage, as long as he didn’t go too far, I would
still hang in there.

But one evening when I was about to get off from work, he was agitated and
in a bad mood and he wanted to beat me. I was very scared. I had worked in his
restaurant for almost a week at that time. He asked me to cook the food because
he needed to go out. I said I didn't dare to cook because I wasn't familiar with the
food. I could only wash dishes, chop vegetables, and do some chores. Then he
yelled at me, “Then why should I pay you?” “You must do it”, he ordered. “I
don’t dare to. I'm afraid that I might mess up your business”, I refused. Then he
wanted to beat me, so I was scared. After I got off work that night, I fled without
even taking a shower. I didn’t understand anything at that time. I didn’t even
know where to find the road sign leading to the train station. I was just crying on
the roadside. Not knowing which way to go, I squatted there helplessly.

Later, when people recommended jobs for me, because of my psychological

shadow, I didn’t dare to take specific jobs. Later, I realized I could not keep
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hiding like this, or there would be no way for me to reunite with my child. So, in
the end, I found another job doing chores.

Later, when I was with my husband, I accidentally got pregnant. At that time,
I didn't dare go to see a doctor. I didn't know what to do. I worried that I would be
sent back if I looked for a family doctor. In that case, the money I spent to come
here to the UK would also be wasted. At that time, [ was very worried. I was
greatly stressed because of pregnancy. I had to share the rented house with others.
And I felt very unwell during the pregnancy. But I dared not see a doctor. I just
stayed at home all day long. Until the fourth month of pregnancy, I decided to see
a doctor. When I went to see the family doctor and told him that I had been
pregnant for four months, he was very nervous. He was shocked to know that I
hadn’t seen a doctor during the first four months of pregnancy. And I looked very
thin. The next day we went to the hospital to do an ultrasonic examination. After
having the examination, I was told that I had twin daughters. But the doctor told
me that the foetuses were too small because of malnutrition. At that time, I felt
extremely stressed. I had not yet earned enough money to repay the debt. Now |
was pregnant, and the babies were a little malnourished. I didn’t know what would
happen once I gave birth to them. Throughout the pregnancy, I was in a state of

depression, worrying about the babies in my womb and my son in China.

Undocumented and unemployed
Yu Yan’s account of being undocumented was told through a series of short, episodic

stories, drawn in vivid detail. The first of these episodes captured Yu Yan’s experience of
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moving in and out of short-term, precarious employment and homelessness during the years after
her arrival in the UK. Yu Yan made sense of this period of insecurity through a construction

conveying cause and effect; “Because I had no status, employers did not dare to hire me”. By

using the phrase “did not dare” (4~B), Yu Yan acknowledged that the Chinese restaurant and

takeaway owners for whom she had worked took a considerable risk as they would have been
subjected to fines if found to be employing an undocumented migrant. Yu Yan realized that, in
the light of this risk, she was an unattractive employee given that she had no skills or experience
in kitchen work. Yu Yan’s only work experience prior to her migration was farm work and, as a

girl in rural Fujian, she had attended only three to four years of formal schooling. Her only

option was to seek low paid and poorly regarded “handy work” (“FJZ*BITAE”, also used to

mean “odd jobs” or “unskilled work™).

In the following sentence, Yu Yan explained that she was “introduced” by a “fellow

villager” (“& %) to a job “washing dishes”. This is the first of many explicit references to

fellow villagers in Yu Yan’s narrative. They were also referred to implicitly, as Yu Yan’s
account moved between the first-person pronoun, “I”’, and the plural pronoun, “we” to describe
both her personal experience and the shared experiences of undocumented friends, colleagues
and roommates: “/ was unemployed”; “we were washing dishes”; “I was fired”; “We were
anxious”. The fellow villagers in Yu Yan’s full account were not drawn in any depth, but they
were framed as key characters, instrumental in helping Yu Yan to find work, apply for
government welfare after the birth of her twin daughters, and to identify that she was suffering
with postnatal depression and in need of support. However, the support of fellow villagers was

limited. When “the government began to check status more strictly”, Yu Yan, again, lost her job.

135



In the next few lines, Yu Yan built in her narrative a connection between employment and
accommodation, and their opposites, unemployment and homelessness. The setting of the
narrative moved to the “road”, where Yu Yan, now unemployed and homeless, was “panicked”
and “nervous”, hiding from police cars and frightened by the sound of police sirens. In this
desperate situation, Yu Yan rented a small space on the floor of a shared room to sleep. When
she explained, “We made a bed on the floor by putting a quilt on the ground”, Yu Yan’s use of
concrete nouns (“bed”, “quilt”, “ground”) painted a vivid image of the inadequate housing she

had endured. This was one of many accounts of poor and overcrowded housing in the set of

narratives, as other participants described cramped, shared dormitories and rented rooms.

Tolerating risk in employment

The next episode in Yu Yan’s story was set in a Chinese takeaway where she found work.
Again, a fellow villager was instrumental in introducing Yu Yan to this opportunity to work for
another fellow villager who owned a Chinese takeaway. Unfortunately, Yu Yan’s narrative
quickly revealed that there were issues with her “boss”: “he suffered from an emotional illness, a

psychological illness due to his family relationships.” Later in this section of the narrative, Yu
Yan described his issues in stronger terms: he was “psychologically abnormal” (“/0)I8 FBH—r
Z5Z5”). Yu Yan linked her boss’ psychological abnormality with his behaviour: she explained

“he often got physical with me”. The Chinese phrase Yu Yan used to describe his behaviour was

“THFENR”, which literally translates as “move hands, move feet”. It can mean “to take

29 ¢

liberties”, “to paw”, “to grope” or “to come to blows”. In the context of Yu Yan’s story, it is not
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clear if this phrase meant she was at risk of sexual or physical assault from her employer, or
both. Perhaps Yu Yan did not know, either.

Next, Yu Yan described the accommodation she was offered by her boss: “He arranged for
me to sleep in the basement garage.” The spatial relationship between the takeaway, the owners’
home and the basement garage where Yu Yan slept, was difficult to establish from her narrative,
but in the wider data set, families who owned takeaways typically lived above their restaurants. I
presume, therefore, that Yu Yan slept below the shop in an underground garage. This brief
description conveyed a sense of darkness and suggested that Yu Yan’s employer would have
easy access to her in this informal arrangement. In contrast with her repeated use of “we” in the
earlier episode in her narrative, this story was told exclusively through the personal pronoun, “I”,
suggesting that Yu Yan was alone, without the protection of others. Despite feeling “really

scared”, Yu Yan made a decision: “as long as he didn’t go too far, I would still hang in there” (

REMMASWTHTANLD, HEERSRIFRY), as the alternative meant that she would be left

destitute and homeless once again. Yu Yan’s story suggested that she was willing to tolerate
significant personal risk to remain in employment.

In the next part of the story, the darkness evoked by the basement garage gained power and
presence in the narrative as Yu Yan described a scene between herself and her employer that
took place after work one evening. Yu Yan described the boss’ mood as “agitated” and, as a
result, she explained: “he wanted to beat me”. Yu Yan’s use of reported speech when recalling
the words exchanged in the argument suggested that the incident remained vivid in her memory.
Having employed Yu Yan to do “handy work”, the boss then demanded that she cook. When she
refused, he questioned, “then why should I pay you?” The exchange suggested that the employer

was aware of the power he held over Yu Yan and that he could refuse to pay her wages, with no
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consequence, if she did not meet his demands. Despite the takeaway owner shouting and
ordering, “you must do it”, Yu Yan refused.

To escape this situation, Yu Yan used the only option available to her: she “fled” and made
her way to the nearest train station. Although this was an exercise of agency, Yu Yan created a
sense of helplessness in the next few clauses. She did not know where she was, or how to get to
the train station. She could not find any signs, and she was left “crying on the roadside”. The
scene created was bleak: it was dark, late at night, Yu Yan had little money, she was unwashed
after her day’s work and she “squatted there helplessly”. This experience effected Yu Yan’s

emotional health and left her with a “psychological shadow” (il ¥EBA%Z) that deterred her from

finding employment for some time.

An unexpected pregnancy
In the final episode in the extract, Yu Yan introduced an unexpected event in her life story:

her pregnancy. Yu Yan’s need for health care became a crisis as she “did not dare go to see a

doctor” (FRBIEBEL) due to fear that she would be “sent back”. Having paid a large sum of

money to migrate to the UK, the prospect of being arrested and deported had real economic
consequences for Yu Yan who would be unable to repay the loan if she were to return to farm
work in her rural village in Fujian. Yu Yan felt forced to hide in her shared, rented home,
perhaps sleeping on the floor as she described earlier in the narrative, whilst dealing with a
pregnancy that made her unwell. Afraid to go outside, she “just stayed at home all day long”.
Sadly, this was not the first time Yu Yan had concealed a pregnancy. In her wider narrative,
Yu Yan revealed that she did not seek healthcare in China during her pregnancy with her son.

Instead, she hid from “place to place...rather than go to the hospital for regular antenatal
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checks”. Finally, Yu Yan “secretly gave birth to him at home” to avoid compulsory sterilization
which, according to Yu Yan, was mandatory for women who gave birth to a boy in her village
under China’s One Child policy. The necessity to hide and the willingness to tolerate personal
risk to evade state enforcement were well established in Yu Yan’s life story before she left China
for the UK.

When Yu Yan saw a doctor at four months, the story of her pregnancy became increasingly
complex. An ultrasound showed that she was pregnant with twin daughters and that they were
malnourished. Yu Yan explained, “I didn’t know what would happen once I gave birth to them.”
This statement expressed a complex set of concerns which Yu Yan explained in greater depth in
her full narrative. She was worried about: the health of her unborn children; how she would cope
when the children were born; the impact of having children on her migration status; and the
burden on her husband of providing financially for both their twin daughters and for their son in
China. Her concerns were complicated by the fact that, if she were to return to China, she would

face difficulties registering her daughters in China’s household registration system and they

would become “black” or “unregistered” (“S2F7”) in her village. Yu Yan had become trapped

between two political systems that would not recognise her children.
Yu Yan’s concerns about her family’s future affected her inner life and this was the
theme she turned to towards the end of the extract. She was “very worried”, “extremely

stressed” and “in a state of depression” during her pregnancy, “worrying about the

babies in my womb and my son in China” (3B iHFENZF, XIBOERAYLF).

This final clause set up a contrast in terms of place: Yu Yan was physically close to her

daughters, carrying them through gestation, and distanced by thousands of miles from
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her son in China. She worried about her son growing up without his parents, and she
was concerned about her daughters being undocumented children in both the UK and in
China. Yu Yan had limited power to resolve either of these issues and the future of the
family would depend on Yu Yan successfully navigating state systems of population
control. Yu Yan’s concern, coupled with her sense of powerlessness, resulted in severe
postnatal depression and she recounted in her full narrative how her thoughts became
preoccupied with suicidal and filicidal ideations shortly after the birth of her daughters.
Eventually, Yu Yan and her husband made an application for leave to remain in the UK
which, to their surprise, was successful and they were able to bring their son from China
to live with them. This was a turning point for Yu Yan’s mental health. She concluded
her narrative by describing the difference that a regular status had made to her life:
“Without status, we were living in darkness all day long. However, with status, we
come to see the sunlight shining into our life.” The darkness evoked earlier in her

narrative was replaced by images of day and light.

5.3 The demands of the Chinese restaurant

The next story is an extract from Nian Zhen’s narrative in which she was preoccupied with
her experiences of work in the co-ethnic economy in the UK. Like Wang in the previous chapter,
Nian Zhen’s husband was subject to a work visa which meant that the couple had to work for
five years to regularise their status. As the spouse of a migrant worker with a work visa, Nian
Zhen’s status in the UK was closely tied to her husband’s status. Nian Zhen’s story illustrated the
nature of work in a Chinese restaurant, the impact of work on family relationships and, finally,

the need to face humiliation to survive in the workplace.
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5.3.1 Nian Zhen’s (&H) story

11: Can you tell me a little about your experiences of work?

P: I didn’t know anybody when I just came here. My husband is here, he
works in the kitchen, and he asked the boss if I could work in the restaurant. I
didn’t know anything, so I worked in the bar, refilling the coke and red wine. But
the boss didn’t allow me to serve the customers. I just washed the glasses and
refilled the beverages in the bar. And I endured five tough years there.

At first, my husband asked the boss if I could work for him, if he refused to
employ me, then I would have no job and no place to live, and it would be very
difficult. At that time, I also gave birth to a child. My son was only two and a half
years old when I brought him to the UK. My husband came here half a year earlier
than me. He made friends with those working together with him. So, he asked his
friend’s wife to help me look after our child so that I could go to work. At that
time, I met my son once a week and I cried often. I hated to part with him. He’s
just too young. He was only two and a half when we came and he didn’t know
anyone here, neither did I. That’s really a difficult time. And I was not used to
eating the food here, I don’t like Western food, I’m not used to eating bread and
stuff like that that.

My husband had to work there for five years. At that time, the labour cost
was very low, and we dared not say anything when colleagues quarrelled, because
you had to work for the boss for five years if you want to get the identity. You had
to go through that tough five years. At that time, we were often bullied by others,

the labour cost was low, and you had to work long hours from 12 o'clock in the
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morning to 12 o'clock at night, which was extremely tiring to do every day. You
only had one day off every week. So, I missed my child so much at that time, for
he’s so young. I was also afraid that the language he had been born into was
different from that of my friend. I only knew the language of my hometown and
could not speak anything at that time.

12: Do you speak Putonghua or dialect?

P: I speak dialect, Hakka. People from Fujian, Guangdong and Meizhou
speak Hakka. We just had to endure it bit by bit. And we were often bullied by
others. Sometimes when I got off work, I couldn’t help crying because of the
grievances I had to suffer, I cried and cried. My husband told me not to cry and
said that everyone has the same experience. I felt my level of education was too
low, I couldn’t speak English, I couldn’t read enough, I was unable to achieve
anything because I hadn’t received much education. So, I withstood all the
hardships all the way until in 2012 when we got the identity. We came here in
2007, and we got our identities five years later in 2012. During the five years, we
didn’t go back to China. So, upon getting the identity, we went back to China. But
later, there’s something wrong between my husband and I, we didn’t get along
well, so we got divorced.

I1: Is there anything else about your experience of living in the UK that you
want to share?

P: I just remember I was often bullied by others at work. As I started working
at first, the wage was very low. It’s only £70 per week...Foreigners will usually

give waiters tips, right? My colleague had worked there for a long time. She insisted
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that I was not supposed to take the tips because I couldn’t do anything. And she
kept saying in front of the boss that I should not take so many tips. The boss said
my wage was low enough, and it’s OK for me to take tips. Then she said she should
take ten percent and she left only a small portion for me. We both lived in the dorm.
Upon going back to the dorm, she started shouting at me angrily. But [ was not good
at quarrelling with others, so I was really scared of her. She said she was from
Malaysia, and she was fierce. I was afraid of her. She’s very aggressive. She kept
scolding me. I couldn’t bear it anymore, but I was afraid to fight back. I remember
I just said, “The boss said it’s OK, why do you think it’s improper?” Since I was a
new worker, [ had to do lots of hard work like cleaning the toilet, washing the dishes
and washing the quilts. She didn’t have to do any of the physical work because she
came earlier than me. She’s responsible for taking orders and talking to customers.
She always reproved me. I still remember that I cried all night that day. As I went
to work in the morning, I still had to face her, and was embarrassed that I had to
talk to her because of work. Because I couldn’t speak English, whenever there’s a
customer coming in, I had to ask her to talk to the customer. So, I had to toughen
the skin on my face, and I went over to her and joked. But, in fact, I cried all night
that day. I remember I kept crying for a very long time, I really felt wronged. So, I

still remember it now.

Life in the Chinese restaurant
Nian Zhen’s narrative provided a detailed description of working life in a Chinese restaurant

where many Chinese migrants, with a variety of statuses, made their living. In the narrative, Nian
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Zhen recalled her husband’s words, designed to comfort her when she was upset upon arrival in

the restaurant: “everyone has this experience” (BN ABPRIXFEAVEHAY). Indeed, Nian Zhen’s

account illustrated typical experiences of work in Chinese restaurants that were common in many
narratives in the study. First, when asked about her experience of work, Nian Zhen’s initial
response was to explain that she “didn’t know anybody” when she arrived in the UK. This
statement suggests that, for Nian Zhen, employment and social networks were connected. Her
husband, who migrated to the UK six months earlier, used his networks to arrange Nian Zhen’s
employment, which brought with it accommodation (another typical feature of restaurant
employment). Nian Zhen acknowledged that, if her husband’s boss had refused to employ her,
life would have been “very difficult”.

Nian Zhen’s account also revealed the type of work that migrants undertook in Chinese
restaurants and the skills that were valued by employers. Whilst her husband worked in the
kitchen, Nian Zhen, who had no kitchen skills, undertook unskilled tasks such as refilling drinks
and washing glasses in the restaurant bar and cleaning toilets and washing bedding for the shared
dormitories where employees lived. These were common tasks for women with no experience of
kitchen work. Narratives in the full data set also suggested that restaurant owners valued female
employees’ language skills. Those who spoke both Cantonese and English, the languages most
often used by customers, were most desirable for front-of-house roles. Nian Zhen, like Yu Yan,
had received little education in China, which left her with a low level of literacy. She spoke
Hakka, a Chinese dialect, but she could not speak Putonghua, Cantonese or English when she
first arrived in the UK. This meant that Nian Zhen, like several other women in the study, was at
the bottom of the hierarchy established in Chinese restaurants. She was amongst the lowest paid

and she was subjected to poor treatment by colleagues who were more highly regarded.
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Nian Zhen’s description of her working hours again resonated with all the accounts of work
in Chinese restaurants in the data set. Participants who had worked in restaurants, like Nian
Zhen, all described working 12-hour days, from 12 noon until midnight, with limited breaks and
just one day off per week. The setting of Nian Zhen’s narrative, told almost exclusively in the

restaurant, suggested that fulfilling these working conditions meant rarely leaving the restaurant.

Nian Zhen and her husband had “to endure five years” (“TEHBEEAZ ¥ ToEE”) in this way. To

describe this period of endurance, Nian Zhen used the Chinese verb, “E%”, which can also mean

“to cook on a slow fire” or “to extract by heating”. The verb has a temporal element that the
English verb, “endure”, conveys weakly. Nian Zhen’s choice of language suggested that this was
a time of suffering, over a protracted period, in an environment where the heat and the pressure
were high. However, the image of extracting something valuable, namely, a regular status,
through the application of heat gave meaning to this act of endurance.

Nian Zhen’s story also suggested that work in a restaurant offered few opportunities to
interact with non-Chinese people. Given that Nian Zhen could not speak English, she could not
communicate with customers. The fact that she rarely left the restaurant meant that opportunities
for language learning and adaptation to UK culture and society were limited. Interestingly, the

Chinese language constructs that Nian Zhen used to refer to Westerners suggested a Chinese

worldview. She used the term “foreigners” (“4MNE A literally “outside country people”), and the

derogatory term, “foreign ghosts” or “foreign devils” (“524&”) that can be traced back to the

European colonisation of parts of China and Hong Kong. The reference to “ghosts” related to the
resemblance of European skin tones to ghosts. These terms are commonly used in China and

Nian Zhen’s use of these language constructs suggested that the historical relationships between
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China and the UK influenced her perceptions of others and perhaps enhanced barriers to social
integration. Nian Zhen was constrained by both the physical barrier of the restaurant
environment that she rarely left and, perhaps, by a linguistic barrier that shaped how she viewed

others outside of the restaurant.

Separated from family

The structure of work in the Chinese restaurant had a detrimental impact on Nian Zhen’s
family life. Her story of both physical and emotional separation from her son and her husband
was interweaved throughout her account of her work experiences. First, Nian Zhen described the
separation from her son that was necessary upon arrival in the UK. Unlike many of the women in
the study who migrated to the UK alone, leaving their children with family members in China,
Nian Zhen brought her young son with her to the UK. However, because of the “very tiring”
nature of the work and hours expected, she was unable to care for him and her husband arranged
for a colleague’s wife (a stranger to Nian Zhen) to take care of him. She was only able to visit
her son once per week on her day off.

Nian Zhen’s description of her separation from her son conveyed both pain and guilt. She

recalled how she “cried often” (ABRHEREZZ ESE) and “hated to part with him” (REAED).

29 ¢

She repeatedly stated that her son was “so young”, “only two and a half”, suggesting that his

young age made the separation more difficult. Nian Zhen’s statement, “I missed my child so

much”, (?Efg?ﬁfgﬂﬂ), was stronger in Chinese than the English translation, as she repeated the

verb “to miss” for emphasis (literally, “very miss very miss”). When she recalled this difficult

time, Nian Zhen switched fluidly between her perspective and her son’s perspective: “he didn’t
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know anyone here, neither did /.” Later, she explained “I was also afraid that the language he
had been born into was different from that of my friend. I only knew the language of my
hometown and could not speak anything at that time.” Aligning her own experience and
perspective with her son’s made their separation seem both painful and unnatural.

Although Nian Zhen was reunited with her husband when she migrated to the UK, her
description of the restaurant suggested that they spent much of their time separated. Whilst her
husband worked in the kitchen, Nian Zhen worked in other spaces in the restaurant and they slept
separately, in shared dormitories divided by gender. Having acquired status after five years, Nian

Zhen explained, “there’s something wrong between my husband and I, we didn’t get along well,

so we got divorced.” To convey the problem between them, she used the phrase “4~¥1” which

means “not harmonious” or “to be at odds”, “to be on bad terms”. The difficult five years that
Nian Zhen initially framed as a period to endure, become a pathway into a new life in which her

personal relationships were irrevocably changed.

Conflict with colleagues

Towards the end of the interview, when I asked Nian Zhen if there was anything else she
wanted to add to her story, she elaborated on an incident of bullying that had a strong effect on
her. This appeared to be an important vignette in Nian Zhen’s wider narrative as she had
foreshadowed this story several times by referring to her experiences of bullying in the
restaurant. Nian Zhen set the scene for this vignette by explaining that she had a disagreement
with a colleague about her right to take customer tips. Nian Zhen’s colleague, who was
Malaysian and (as revealed in the wider narrative) undocumented, was in a position of power

over Nian Zhen. Her power came from both her experience and her language abilities: she had
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worked in the restaurant for some years, she could speak both Cantonese and English and was
therefore responsible for taking orders from customers (a highly regarded role for women).

Nian Zhen described the episode in three short scenes, each located in different spaces
within the restaurant. The first occurred in front of the “boss”. Nian Zhen’s colleague repeatedly
stated that Nian Zhen should not take tips because “she didn’t know anything”. Nian Zhen’s
employer played a protective role in this scene, acknowledging that Nian Zhen’s wage was “low
enough” and stating that she should be able to take tips. This scene took place in a public place in
the restaurant where Nian Zhen benefitted from the “boss” adjudicating between the two women.

The second scene took place in a semi-private place in the restaurant: the shared women’s
dormitory where both Nian Zhen and her colleague slept. In this scene, the “boss” was no longer
there to adjudicate. When her Malaysian colleague shouted “angrily” at her, Nian Zhen had no
private place to which she could retreat to escape the argument. Instead, she recalled how she

“cried all night”, which is likely to have been visible and audible to her colleagues. Feeling

embarrassed and wronged, with no escape, Nian Zhen stated: “I couldn’t bear it” (Fx=ZA T 7).

The third and final scene returned to the public place of the restaurant where, having cried

all night, Nian Zhen had to “face” (“[EIXJ"") her colleague because of her ability to speak to

customers in the restaurant. This was humiliating for Nian Zhen, who had to “toughen the skin”

on her “face” (“EEEEEZ”). Nian Zhen’s use of this metaphor related the incident directly to the

Chinese concept of “face” ([HF), in which the maintenance of face is an important social

attribute. Both Nian Zhen and her Malaysian colleague attempted to cultivate a public face to
survive in the restaurant. For Nian Zhen’s colleague, stating that she was “fierce” and

quarrelsome in both public and private areas of the restaurant allowed her to exert power over
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Nian Zhen. Nian Zhen was able to joke in the public area of the restaurant, but the fact that she

had no private place where she could drop her performance meant that this incident was a

significant humiliation. Nian Zhen’s final comment on this vignette, “I really felt wronged” (“{R

T

ZE”) was a passive construction in Chinese, which emphasised her powerlessness. Nian

X

Zhen and her husband had no choice but to tolerate bullying. They “dared not say anything”

through fear that speaking out would jeopardise the family’s chances of acquiring status.

5.4 An uneasy life

The final story presented in this chapter is taken from Feng Mian’s narrative account of her
life in the UK. Feng Mian, a Fujianese woman in her late thirties, had lived in the UK subject to
an irregular status for ten years at the time of her interview. The interview took place after a
service at the Chinese church which was one of the sites of the study. In my interpretation of the
narrative, I focus first on the ways in which an undocumented status intersected with other
difficulties in Feng Mian’s life, then on the support, both formal and informal, she was able to
access and, finally, on her experience of waiting for up to a decade for a resolution to her

application to remain in the UK.

5.4.1 Feng Mian’s (X|EX) story

I1: How does your status affect your life in the UK?
P: We have no status at the moment so there are many restrictions on us. We

can’t work. We don’t even have a bank card, so it’s inconvenient for us to buy

149



things. Anyway, it causes lots of inconveniences in our life. All of this has an
impact on our lives, there’s nothing we can do about it. The most important thing
is that there is no way to live a normal life because I feel we will be discriminated
against. Also, our English is not good, I really feel that we’ll be treated unequally
outside. Also, we have an older son in China, we have no way for our whole
family to be reunited. This is the biggest difficulty. This is indeed the case. As we
don’t have status, we can’t go back to China. We haven’t seen our elder son in ten
years, so this is us. In fact, there are many difficulties we have to face, maybe I
can’t think of them all now. In addition, because my younger child is a little bit
special, he has to receive special education in a special school. Actually, I feel
very uneasy here, because there’s no one to help you. At least in China you may
have relatives who can help you. But you don’t have that here, you are alone.

12: Your son was born here?

P: Yes, he was born here. We hope that we can get status as quickly as
possible, but it is hard for us immigrants to get status now. But I don’t know what
to do either. I hope this interview can really help people like us. But we currently
don’t have status, we are refugees, so we get £100 a week to eat. But we can’t
receive, for example, disability benefits. If we had status, he could receive this
sort of welfare. So, the financial burden is also a problem for us. Since we have no
status, we can’t learn to drive, nor can we get the driver’s license. It is really
difficult to take our son out. If we go from home to church, he will make trouble
countless times. So, it’s difficult to think of all the difficulties, and to talk about

them all.
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I1: When you run into difficulties, is there anyone you can ask for help?

P: Basically, I have some friends who can speak English, I will ask them for
help. In the past, my son didn’t have a social worker, but we are now applying for
a social worker. We feel very helpless a lot of the time. We will often come to
church; church will give us a lot of help.

I1: Have you ever tried to change your status?

P: Yeah, the lawyer, we once asked a lawyer for help. But it seems such a
long time to wait, we have waited for so many years and we haven’t had any
news. We’ve urged the lawyer, but the lawyer says that there’s nothing he can do
either except urging the immigration office. But there’s still no news. So that’s it,
we are waiting. We are in this state of waiting. So, we are waiting and I’m very

anxious.

An undocumented status and other difficulties

Feng Mian’s narrative began with her listing the daily difficulties she experienced, all of

which were exacerbated by an irregular migration status. Feng Mian’s account resonated with the

other women in the study, such as Jin and Yu Yan, who had followed their husbands who

migrated some years before them, left children behind in China, and given birth to children in the

UK. Again, like Jin and Yu Yan, Feng Mian was subjected to an irregular status for a

considerable period of time — ten years at the time of her interview. However, a key detail that

set Feng Mian’s story apart from other women’s narratives was the fact that her UK-born son

had a specific learning difficulty. Her story, therefore, reflected the specific experience of

mothering a child with additional needs whilst subjected to an irregular status. Therefore, the
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constraints (BE?EU) of an undocumented status that Feng Mian described — unable to work, no

access to a bank account, unable to drive — exacerbated the practical, emotional and financial
difficulties she experienced as the mother of a child with a learning difficulty. Being unable to
drive, for example, was more than an inconvenience for Feng Mian who described how she
struggled to keep her son safe and manage his behaviour when walking on the street. During the
interview, I observed the difficulties Feng Mian experienced when trying to manage her son’s
behaviour, who was present at the church. He took an interest in the two audio recorders used to
record the interview and began to take the batteries out of one of the devices. Feng Mian
reproved him, and we agreed to cut the interview short as she was required to return her full
attention to her son’s behaviour and safety. I observed, first hand, Feng Mian’s parenting stress
and the additional parenting challenges she faced. With a tone of exhaustion, Feng Mian stated:
“So, it’s difficult to think of all the difficulties, and to talk about them all.”

Like other mothers who participated in the study, Feng Mian described the separation from
her family in China as her “biggest difficulty”. She worried about her eldest son, 13 at the time

of the interview, and she also lamented the loss of support from her wider family. She explained:

“we have no way for our whole family to be reunited.” The Chinese term for “reunited”, FEg,

contains the character “F]”, which means “round” or “circular”, and creates the image of a

gathering of people in a circle. For Feng Mian, the circle was broken as the family remained
separated for a decade.

Feng Mian also referred to the difficulties she experienced that were not caused by an
irregular status alone but exacerbated by her migration status. For example, she listed her limited

English language ability and fears of discrimination as concerns that weighed heavily on the
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family and affected their daily lives in the UK. Together, these difficulties created the image of

an uneasy life. As Feng Mian explained, “there is no way to live a normal life” (fxﬁ TMERIE

EHIASE). This statement resonated with other accounts in the study, in which the idea of a

“normal life” (“IEFEHIAETE") was evoked as a standard that was unattainable for the narrator.

Between formal and informal support systems

Given the additional needs of Feng Mian’s son, the family had sought both formal and
informal support from social services in the UK and from informal networks at the Chinese
church. Having applied for the right to remain in the UK, the family were in receipt of a limited
range of benefits which amounted to “£100 a week to eat”, an amount that Feng Mian implied
was insufficient to meet the family’s needs. She also explained in her wider narrative that the
family were in the process of requesting support from children’s services to enhance their son’s
wellbeing. Feng Mian did not state if her husband was part of the family’s application for the
right to remain or the interactions with social services. Interestingly, it was common amongst
other undocumented women in the study to present to services as single mothers. This allowed
their husbands to continue to work ‘illegally’ in Chinese catering without attracting unnecessary
attention from the Home Office. For this reason, female participants’ husbands often lived
separately from their wives and children in accommodation provided by their employers rather
than in social housing. This pattern represented an inversion of the construct of the ‘benefit-
cheat’ in which migrant women withheld information about their husbands from services to

enable them to work and to reduce the family’s reliance on welfare. This may have been a
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necessity for Feng Mian and her family, given the limited financial and social support available
due to their irregular migration status and the cost of parenting a child with additional needs.
Feng Mian also detailed the informal support to which the family had access, which largely
came from the Chinese church. Through their attendance at the church, the family gained access
to Chinese friends who spoke English and had knowledge of UK systems. As I outlined in
chapter three, during fieldwork I attended the Chinese church regularly and developed research
relationships with the Fujianese congregation and Fujianese pastor. I observed that, during
Sunday services, the Fujianese members of the congregation gathered at the right-hand side of
the circular church building. They socialised with each other before and after services whilst
their children played together. Many families sought out the Fujianese pastor at the end of
services for advice, often forming an informal queue by the font near the entrance to the church.
Feng Mian and her family were part of this group and, like others in the study, they gained
practical support, advice, social connection, and Christian fellowship through their membership
of the Chinese church. However, a reoccurring theme in many of the narratives of churchgoers
was that the support available was limited. Ultimately, the support from friends and leaders at the
Chinese church had little effect on the migration status of the family. Later in her narrative, Feng
Mian also lamented that, being separated from her wider family network, she was missing the
support ordinarily provided by relatives. Drawing a comparison between China, where “you may
have relatives who can help you”, and “here”, where “there’s no one to help you”, Feng Mian
explained that she felt “alone”. Support from within the Fujianese community at the Chinese
church did not compensate for the missing safety net usually provided by the extended family

Feng Mian had left behind in rural China.
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An anxious wait
Whilst describing her life in the UK, Feng Mian used several evaluative clauses to explain
the affective experience of living with an irregular status over a long period of time. She

emphasised her limited agency to change the restrictions the family were subjected to: “there’s

nothing we can do about it” (Be{| J&RIZIE); “I don’t know what to do either”; and “We feel

very helpless a lot of the time.” The Chinese term Feng Mian used to express her helplessness,

“JSBf”, can also be used to mean “useless”. Feng Mian’s use of this term suggested that the

multiple difficulties the family experienced, combined with her limited agency to affect change,
detrimentally affected her sense of self.

Feng Mian also described her fear that her family would be subjected to discrimination in
the UK. The way in which Feng Mian framed this fear was telling: rather than recounting
specific experiences of discrimination, Feng Mian used the future tense, suggesting that her fears
had not yet come into being. This framing perhaps indicated that the family did not put

themselves in positions where they would experience discrimination. This was strengthened in

her statement, “I really feel that we’ll be treated unequally outside” (TEIMNASSEIAEERIFRF

18). As the interview took place in the Chinese church, Feng Mian’s reference to “outside”

seemed to refer to life outside of the Fujianese Christian community. In comparison with the
friendship, practical support and shared language and culture that the family had found through
the Chinese church, ‘outside’ seemed to represent an inhospitable place where the family’s
undocumented migration status, combined with their limited English, left them vulnerable to

discrimination. Her situation left Feng Mian feeling “uneasy” and “anxious”. To express her
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discomfort, Feng Mian used the phrase “4dRANZ” which can also be translated as “unpeaceful”,

“unstable”, “disturbed” or “restless”. Feng Mian’s circumstances left her unable to achieve peace
or stability in her life in the UK.

Finally, when describing the family’s attempts to regularise their status, Feng Mian
emphasised the time that had passed since they made an application for the right to remain: they

had waited for “so many years”. She summarised these years through a powerful description:

“We are in this state of waiting” (“bFIXFPFEFHIIRZ), which suggested that waiting

defined the family’s lives in the UK. The interview ended on a note of powerlessness: “So we are
waiting and I’'m very anxious”. Given the far-reaching impact of an irregular status on all aspects
of Feng Mian’s life, her sense of helplessness in the face of protracted immigration processes

created a muted frustration in her narrative, which resonated with other participants in the study.

5.5 Commentary

The stories presented in this chapter captured commonalities in women’s experiences of
everyday life subjected to an undocumented status in the UK. Although many of the experiences
and emotions expressed in Yu Yan, Nian Zhen and Feng Mian’s stories were also found in men’s
accounts of their lives, I selected these three narratives to convey experiences that were specific
to undocumented Chinese women (an issue, as noted in chapter two, that has been under
researched in the existing literature). In the discussion that follows, I draw together the
commonalities in the narratives in this chapter to show how undocumented Chinese women’s

narratives were: affected by pregnancy and mothering; shaped by the social and economic places
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in which they spent their time; and, imbued with expressions of emotional distress which were
closely tied to both their immigration status and their gender roles.

Yu Yan, Nian Zhen and Feng Mian’s accounts of their everyday lives, like most of the
women’s’ narratives in this study, were centred on their experiences of motherhood. Whilst
immobilised by an irregular status, Yu Yan and Feng Mian worried about the children they had
left behind in China. Pregnancy, as shown in Yu Yan’s narrative, represented a time of crisis for
undocumented women who feared that their need for antenatal care would result in their arrest
and deportation. The cost of having children and the necessity to stop working with no maternity
pay left Yu Yan worried about the financial burden of her pregnancy on her family. The
household registration system in China meant that taking UK-born children back to China was
administratively complex. The fact that Yu Yan and most of the other Fujianese women in the
study were indebted to migration brokers in the early years after their arrival in the UK meant
that a return to China was not possible. Therefore, women like Yu Yan became trapped: unable
to work, unable to return to China, afraid to seek medical care and worried about how and when
they would reunite with their children in China. Interestingly, Nian Zhen’s story showed how the
demands of work in the Chinese restaurant also necessitated separation from her son with whom
she had migrated to the UK. Nian Zhen’s narrative showed that migrating with family members
did not protect migrant women from the pain of separation from their children or the potential
transformation in family relationships brought about by the experience of an irregular status. In
addition to these typical constructions of motherhood whilst subjected to an undocumented
status, Feng Mian’s narrative conveyed the difficulties experienced by mothers of children with
additional needs. Despite legal provisions for all children, regardless of immigration status, Feng

Mian expressed dissatisfaction with the formal support she had received to meet the needs of her
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son. Her separation from wider family in China left her feeling alone, anxious and helpless in her
parenting role.

Turning to the setting of the three narratives presented in this chapter, I noted that two
important environments were described in depth: the Chinese restaurant and takeaway, and the
Chinese church. These two narrative environments represented the economic and social places in
which women in the study spent most of their time. For example, most of the scenes in Yu Yan
and Nian Zhen’s stories, and in the full data set, were set in Chinese restaurants and Chinese
takeaways. This connection between plot and place underlined the importance of work in
undocumented migrants’ everyday life, a theme that was conveyed with strength in Yu Yan’s
account of being in and out of employment. Finding work and maintaining work was a major
preoccupation of most of the narratives in the study (although the narratives of participants who
had grown up into an undocumented status often pivoted on education, too). Workplaces in the
Chinese catering industry were simultaneously presented as sites of: kinship ties; protection from
destitution; and, in contrast: places of exploitation; bullying; humiliation and isolation. The
nature of work in Chinese restaurants and takeaways was described uniformly, by Yu Yan and
Nian Zhen in this chapter, and by both men and women in the full data set. Long hours, low pay,
hierarchical staff relationships, and limited opportunities to leave the workplace or to develop
English language skills were typical constructions of migrants’ experiences of work. However,
Yu Yan and Nian Zhen’s stories provided insight into the specific experiences of undocumented
women in Chinese restaurants and takeaways. Their narratives suggested that: undocumented
women were valued less than men, they migrated with fewer employment skills, and they were
often employed as a ‘favour’ to their husbands or because of hometown ties. Yu Yan and Nian

Zhen’s limited work experience and language abilities made them less desirable as employees
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when compared with workers who had either kitchen or language skills. This meant that both
women were forced to tolerate poor, and potentially abusive working conditions to maintain their
employment. This experience was echoed in the wider data set where status was not the only
determiner of employability in Chinese catering: the attributes of participants interacted with
their immigration status to determine their experiences of work.

Aside from the work environment, the key social environment described in Yu Yan and
Feng Mian’s narratives (and in the narratives of other women in the study) was the Chinese
church. In the narratives, the church represented a place of refuge from a potentially
discriminatory ‘outside’. In the church, women participants connected with others without fear,
sought informal support and advice to address the difficulties they faced, and contributed to the
life and work of the church through their membership and fellowship with others. The fact that
Fujianese women in the study could speak in their regional dialect and connect their migration
stories with others who had also experienced an irregular status meant that the church became an
important site in many of the women’s lives. The church perhaps represented a community in
displacement where, away from the fear of unemployment, destitution, the concerns for children
and the constant threat of deportation, women could connect with each other and feel at ease.
Interestingly, none of the men who participated in the study were recruited at the Chinese
church, nor did they discuss spirituality or church membership. Although I met male church
members, I observed that the Sunday Fujianese congregation at the church field site was largely
made up of women and children. The working patterns of Chinese men perhaps inhibited church
membership, which added to a sense that the church was a gendered social place.

Despite the refuge that the Chinese church appeared to offer to undocumented women in the

study, their experiences of mothering children, near and far, their precarious employment
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experiences and their powerlessness in the face of immigration systems weighed heavily on their
mental health. All three narratives in this chapter contained expressions of anxiety, chronic
stress, exhaustion and helplessness. Worryingly, Yu Yan described how her post-natal
depression left her with suicidal and filicidal thoughts after the birth of her twin daughters. Fear
of deportation and limited knowledge about mental health meant that many women in the study
were reluctant to seek help. The sense of helplessness and frustration expressed in Feng Mian’s
narrative was particularly salient given that there was no clear escape from the “state of waiting”
that defined her life and no satisfactory help for the daily difficulties she faced as an
undocumented mother of a child with a learning difficulty. As discussed earlier in the chapter in
relation to Yu Yan’s narrative, it was common for participants to tell their stories through plural

pronouns, which suggested that many experiences of day-to-day life in the UK were shared with

family members and fellow villagers (3 %). However, when recounting their most difficult

memories, such as Yu Yan’s need to flee from an abusive employer during the night, Nian
Zhen’s altercation with her colleague, and Feng Mian’s account of mothering a child with
additional needs, women participants told their stories with singular pronouns. Thus, in their
most vulnerable moments, women in the study were alone to face their day-to-day difficulties

and fears.

5.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown how an undocumented status shaped the everyday experiences
of Chinese women in the UK. Whilst many of the difficulties articulated by women were features

of men’s stories, too, (such as issues related to employment, housing, healthcare, family
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relationships and access to support), the three narratives presented in this chapter were selected
to shed light on gender-specific roles and experiences. For example, I have outlined how
women’s experiences as mothers were affected by both the constraints of an irregular migration
status and the demands of work in Chinese restaurants and takeaways. I have also shown how
women’s employment prospects were affected not only by an irregular status, but also by their
gender and skill level. Importantly, the three narratives presented in this chapter provided insight
into the emotional worlds of undocumented Chinese women, which were characterised by fear,
helplessness and isolation. The narrators’ emotional distress was exacerbated by the length of
time that Yu Yan, Nian Zhen and Feng Mian were subjected to an irregular migration status. In
the next chapter, participants’ allusions to time and waiting are salient themes that I examine in

depth in relation to undocumented Chinese migrants’ experiences of the status journey over time.
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Chapter 6 The status journey over time

6.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter I argued that an undocumented status shaped the everyday lives of
Chinese migrants and exacerbated other forms of vulnerability and social disadvantage for
undocumented Chinese women in particular. In this chapter, I focus on an under-researched
aspect of undocumented Chinese migrants’ experiences: the status journey over time. By
deploying the term, ‘status journey’, I refer to the processes through which migrants move from
irregular to temporary and regular statuses. These shifts in status may occur over many years.
Furthermore, the status journey is not necessarily linear: migrants may move in and out of
irregular and regular statuses. Nine of the thirteen participants in this study had lived in the UK
for more than ten years. Over this extended period, they had all encountered immigration
authorities, some by choice and some through circumstance, and made efforts to regularise their
status. In this chapter, I present three stories which represent different phases in migrants’
journeys toward a regular status. The first narrative, Yellow Flower’s story, represents the
experience of applying for a regular migration status. The second, John’s story, typified how an
extended temporary status shaped migrants’ opportunities and identities. Finally, Fei Hong’s
story shows both the security that permanent residence brought to his life, whilst representing the
limits to Fei Hong’s integration and belonging in the UK. In the commentary at the end of this
chapter, I present my interpretation of the key themes that connected these three stories and
others in the data set: waiting and the passage of time; safety and security, and, identity,

integration and belonging.
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6.2 Applying for a regular migration status

The first narrative, Yellow Flower’s story, was centred on the experience of making multiple
unsuccessful applications for the right to remain in the UK. Although many participants in the
study had applied for a regular status and received a refusal, Yellow Flower’s story was distinct
because she could afford to make multiple applications and appeals to the Home Office in quick
succession. Yellow Flower’s narrative also conveyed a detailed understanding of the application
process and knowledge of immigration law and policy which she was able to develop due to her
grasp of English and level of education (she had been educated to master’s level). In contrast,
most participants had migrated with large debts owed to family members, no understanding of
English and very limited knowledge of immigration law or policy which made it practically
difficult for them to apply for a regular status. This meant that applications for the right to remain
were often made years after participants shifted to an undocumented status. However, the
emotional effect of receiving repeated refusals conveyed with strength in Yellow Flower’s story
resonated with other accounts in the study. In my interpretation of Yellow Flower’s narrative, |
focus first on her claim for the right to remain, then on her experience of repeated refusals and no

right to complain, and, finally, on her helpless wait for an outcome to her applications.
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6.2.1 Yellow Flower’s (82{8) story

I: So, can you tell me your story?

P: I suffered one year here, for since last April® I have my private problem
then I started to apply for my visa. My passport has been in the Home Office since
August. I have no freedom. I can’t get out from England. I have to pay everything
myself. I can’t claim anything. [ have to work very hard, I still do voluntary
work, I pay my rent, everything, very very difficult. But I’'m not lazy and I don’t
want to claim anything. And maybe the only wrong thing is that I should live in
China, I shouldn’t have come here.

I: Could you tell me your experience of applying for status?

P: The solicitor helped us. This is the legal way. So, I feel that is good, the
legal way. But the Home Office refused me. But we know they just refuse
everybody, this is the way. Then they want you to appeal, you have to pay. First, I
paid £1,500 for our application. Then, they refused me, and I spent £900 again to
appeal. Then, they refused me, we appealed, then they just cancelled my old visa
till 2019. That means we are nothing. We have nothing. No passport, nothing.
Every time you get Home Office letters, you are crying. The words are very hard,
they hurt. Even if you are sick, you can’t go to the hospital, you have to pay. We
will only give the passport to you if the Home Office police come to your home,

take you, go to the airport. When they see you go to the plane, they give the

2 The interview took place in July 2017. At the time of the interview, Yellow Flower had been subjected to an
undocumented status since April 2016.

164



passport to you. You see, we are human beings. They think we are criminal. We
do nothing wrong [crying]. You feel very very sad. So, every time I found the
Home Office letter I don’t want to open it. And my solicitor says, “we will appeal,
and I will write a complaint letter”. And then they refuse me again. The letter is
very hard, it said “we don’t accept your complaint”. It means you even haven’t the
right to complain, they totally ignore you [crying].

I: We’ve already started to talk about it, but could I ask how your migration
status affects your life?

P: It’s a big change. Changed my life in fact, totally. Since this thing
happened, immigration way happened, I went from a very safe five-year visa,
become nothing in my hand. Everything, you can’t control anything. You can’t
control it yourself. Somebody, like a switch, they switch this part, you die, they
switch this part, you are alive. I go to the court, I can see the Home Office
solicitor, straight face, I’m very nervous, my son is very nervous, I just look at
him, what he’s doing. If he decides no, cross, then we die. So. your life is very
weak, like fly ants, you can easily be killed by people. It is very very helpless; you
feel no help. This is why I dig my potential, everything, all my potential. I’ve
found I have a big problem. I have to sort this problem. But this problem in fact is
private, but they link with the Home Office, the immigration, that’s why I have a
big problem for me. Every second, every minute, every night, [ have this pressure.
I can never breathe easily, and I am always thinking how about this week or next
week, when I get the result, if I get a good result from the judge. I am always

thinking about the judge. Every second I think of my case, the Home Office, I cry.
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The “Home Office”, the two words in my mind, have already become very

sensitive words, make me feel sad. How do you define it, “BBER” [migrant], the

word. “FEE”, “migrant”? I'm a migrant today, and also, I’m not yet. This is my

feeling.

A claim for the right to remain

Yellow Flower’s narrative was centred on her construction of why and how she had claimed
the right to remain in the UK. Almost one year prior to the interview, Yellow Flower’s spouse
visa was invalidated when her husband disappeared. Three years prior to the interview, Yellow
Flower had migrated to the UK with her 15-year-old son, after meeting her husband online. By
the time her husband had disappeared, Yellow Flower had spent most of her life’s savings and
was left with an irregular status. She described this situation as her “private problem” which
caused a “link with the Home Office”. This construction of the invalidation of her visa conveyed
two implicit messages: first, that Yellow Flower was a victim of circumstances; and second, that
the involvement of immigration authorities at the point of Yellow Flower’s marriage breakdown
was an intrusion of her privacy. Yellow Flower described the effect on her life in simple terms:
she had “suffered one year here” because of her “private problem”.

Next, Yellow Flower made a more explicit claim about her right to remain in the UK when
she declared “I’m not lazy and I don’t want to claim anything”. Yellow Flower positioned herself
as hardworking and willing to learn and develop herself in contrast with “lazy” migrants who
were reliant on state welfare. In the extract above, the repetition of “I”” and “I have to”, followed

by a verb - “I have to pay everything myself” / “I have to work very hard” / “I still do voluntary
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work” / “I pay my rent” / “I dig my potential” - created an image of an active narrator who had
been forced to use the resources available to her to survive with an irregular migration status.

In her narrative, Yellow Flower also connected her claim for the right to remain with the
material and emotional resources she had invested into her life in the UK. For example, she
recounted the total amount of personal savings, acquired from the sale of her home in China, she
had spent in the process of applying for the right to remain: a total of £4,200 at the time of the
interview. Additionally, in her full narrative, Yellow Flower stressed the emotional investment
she had made in her long-term future in the UK. Since arriving three years earlier, Yellow
Flower had completed a teacher training programme, undertaken various voluntary roles and
contributed to the cultural life of her community through engagement with local events and
festivals. Yellow Flower’s claim for a regular migration status also turned on her conception of
her response to her husband’s disappearance as morally and legally proper. In the wider
narrative, Yellow Flower explained that she could have chosen not to declare her change of
circumstances and continued to live in the UK for the two years remaining of her five-year visa.
However, she wanted to act in the “legal way”. Therefore, she reported at a local police station to
declare that her visa had been invalidated. This was the beginning of her long journey toward a
regular status.

From this construction of herself as a ‘deserving migrant’, Yellow Flower then reflected on
the morality of her migration to the UK. She explained, “maybe the only wrong thing is that I
should live in China, I shouldn’t have come here”. This was the first of several instances in the
wider narrative in which Yellow Flower evaluated her own migration on moral grounds. In
certain utterances, she emphasised her victimhood at the hands of her husband who she believed

had married her for financial gain. At other points in her interview, Yellow Flower
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acknowledged that her marriage to an EU national was part of a strategy based on multiple
motivations to migrate to the UK. Yellow Flower seemed aware that the simple version of her
story, in which she was framed as the victim of an exploitative online marriage scheme, would
be viewed more favourably than her complex narrative: that she migrated both for marriage, and,
to broaden the opportunities available to herself and her son.

Regardless of how she was viewed, Yellow Flower wanted to express her more complex
narrative: “The man cheat me, ask money. Yes I want to go abroad, but they just use very simple
way to understand. But we [migrants] are complicated.” Yellow Flower’s use of the pronoun
“they” appeared to evoke a “ghostly audience” — not physically present in the interview, but part
of the narrator’s construction of her story - of potential judges of her migration immigration
status journey (Langellier, 1999, p.444). This ‘ghostly audience’ included immigration officials,
acquaintances, and UK society in general. Other participants also implicitly evoked audiences
who existed beyond the research interview when they evaluated their own applications for a
regular migration status. Joanne, for example, a Fujianese woman in her 30s, judged her
application for asylum pejoratively: “I know I’m not [an] asylum seeker, but I did the asylum
seeker [application]. That’s not very good, I know, not very good, that is not true, I know”. Like
Yellow Flower and Joanne, most participants evaluated the legitimacy of their claims for the
right to remain in the UK against discourses in which ‘illegal migrants’ were framed as immoral

or deceitful.

Repeated refusals and no right to complain
At the time of her interview, Yellow Flower had received three refusals from the UK Home

Office in relation to her application for the right to remain in the UK. The first refusal did not
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deter Yellow Flower. She explained that she anticipated a negative outcome: “they just refuse
everybody, this is the way”. This attitude reflected both the advice of her lawyer and what she
had learnt about the process of regularisation from other migrants. Yellow Flower became
increasingly anxious after she appealed the initial decision and her appeal was not upheld.
However, the negative outcome of her application and subsequent appeal accounted for only part
of Yellow Flower’s distress. The way in which she had been constructed by immigration
authorities was another significant source of pain expressed through her narrative. Yellow
Flower explained: “we are nothing, they think we are criminal”. This official construction of
Yellow Flower and her son was contained in the letters they had received from the Home Office,
which took on a special significance in her narrative. She explained of the letters: “Every time
you get Home Office letters, you are crying. The words are very hard, they hurt.” The way in
which the Home Office had constructed Yellow Flower was unrecognisable to her. When Yellow
Flower’s first official refusal contained incorrect details about her life, she made a formal
complaint and felt hurt by the response: “The letter is very hard, it said ‘we don’t accept your
complaint’. It means you even haven’t the right to complain, they totally ignore you [crying].”
These official documents failed to recognise Yellow Flower’s story and she had no recourse to
correct the record. The significance of correspondence from immigration authorities in Yellow
Flower’s story resonated with other narratives in the study in which Home Office letters were
met with dread. Both the (mostly negative) outcomes that such letters communicated, and the
language of policy discourse contained in the letters, constructed migrants’ lives in ways that
they did not recognise. In contrast with the official Home Office framing of her life, Yellow
Flower asserted her own sense of self: “we are human beings. We do nothing wrong.” In my

field notes, I recorded that Yellow Flower began to cry at this point during the interview. Her
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assertion of herself against the official construction of her was both an effortful and an

emotionally difficult act.

A helpless wait for an outcome

The unexpected change of status, which caused Yellow Flower’s “five-year visa” to become
“nothing”, left her feeling powerless. She lamented, “Everything, you can’t control anything.
You can’t control it yourself.” Yellow Flower conveyed a sense of powerlessness in the face of
immigration processes by evoking three short scenes. First, she explained, “Somebody, like a
switch, they switch this part, you die, they switch this part, you are alive”. The actor in this short
scene, referred to as “somebody” and “they”, was unknown to Yellow Flower. The
inconsequential act of flicking a switch had far reaching implications for Yellow Flower who
described the outcomes in life-or-death terms: “you die” or, the alternative, “you are alive”.
Next, Yellow Flower evoked the courtroom where her appeal of the Home Office rejection for
the right to remain was heard: “I go to the court, I can see the Home Office solicitor, straight
face. I just look at him, what he’s doing. If he decides no, cross, then we die.” Again, the main
character in this brief scene was the Home Office solicitor, an unknown actor who held power
over her future in the UK. His decision, to accept her appeal or not, was constructed in an
arbitrary way through the image of him marking a cross. Finally, Yellow Flower used vivid
descriptive language to suggest her powerlessness in the face of the immigration system: “your
life is very weak, like fly ants, you can easily be killed by people”. Again, the actor in this scene
was an anonymous “people” with significant power over Yellow Flower’s life. Although a return

to China did not pose a threat of death or persecution to Yellow Flower and her son, a negative
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outcome from the immigration hearing would mean death to her current life in which she had
invested all her financial and emotional resources.

This sense of powerlessness in relation to the immigration system, and the anonymous yet
powerful actors within it, was exacerbated by the temporal element of the regularisation process.
Yellow Flower described her one year wait for an outcome to her application for a regular status
as a period of trauma which had a deleterious effect on her emotional health. The rhythmic
repetition of the word “every” in Yellow Flower’s description of her wait — “Every second, every
minute, every night” - conveyed how her life, like Feng Mian in the previous chapter, was
dominated by waiting. For Yellow Flower, the emotional effect of waiting for an outcome from
the Home Office manifested in physical symptoms. She explained: “I can never breathe easily”
as her thoughts were preoccupied with wondering if she would “get a good result from the
judge”.

At the end of the extract, Yellow Flower reflected on the significance of the words “Home
Office” and “FEER” or “migrant” in her story. She explained that the two words, “Home Office”,
had become “sensitive” words that triggered an emotional response from her. The power of these
words seemed to lay in both the way in which the Home Office had constructed Yellow Flower

and her powerlessness to communicate her own construction of her migration story to the actors

in the immigration system. The final sentences addressed this conflict as Yellow Flower asked
how to define the word “migrant”. Her own understanding of the term, based on the Chinese “F%
B, which translates literally as ‘move person’, had positive connotations that related to

adventure, opportunity and learning. However, Yellow Flower’s understanding of herself was

challenged by the official construction of her as an ‘illegal migrant’, a label associated with
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criminality and immoral conduct. Yellow Flower waited not just for the outcome of her status

application, but also to become a “migrant” according to her own interpretation of the word.

6.3 A disappointing acquisition of a temporary status

The next story is taken from John’s account of the acquisition of a temporary legal status:
limited leave to remain. John migrated to the UK with his mother at the age of eight. When his
mother’s work visa expired, John, along with his mother, shifted to an undocumented status.
However, John did not feel the effects, nor was he fully aware that he was subjected to an
irregular status, until he applied for college and realised that he did not have the personal
documents required to complete the college entrance application form. John applied without
these documents and was accepted to the college without further questions. At this point, John’s
understanding of his legal status began to develop, and he realised that his hopes of attending
university were dashed. I have selected an extract from John’s story which began with a general
question about his educational experiences as it was this point in the interview when John began
to describe his status journey. In the narrative that follows, John recalled: his experience of
acquiring limited leave to remain; the effect of being subjected to an extended temporary status;
and the shift in his identity that occurred on his journey to regularisation. My interpretation of

John’s story is focused on these three themes.

6.3.1 John’s story

I: Can you tell me about your experiences of school and college?
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P: When I was studying in college, ’'m having the status thing. I wasn’t
allowed to stay in the UK actually [laughs] so I'm not allowed to work. No
workplace will take me except my auntie’s chip shop because, you know, family,
won’t say, so nothing happens. It’s really difficult to find work and I think it’s
really difficult for you to search for help because you don’t know what you can
say, how it can affect you. What I’'m afraid of is if I ask for help, they find out
what status I am in, they might kick me out of the college, or maybe they kick me
out of the world. So, I just don’t get help, I just deal with whatever I got.

I do worry about it, if I am getting my permit. I do worry about what I’'m
going to do and, what’s going on. But luckily I get it. It’s not really that much of
a difference because all I got is the permit to live here with no support. No public
funding. So, I still can’t go to uni [laughs] cause I can’t afford it. I got used to it
now. Nothing change, I don’t cause trouble, I always following the rules. And
that’s it.

If you want to work, it’s difficult. But it’s easy back two, three years ago.
People don’t check that much, but since last year, there’s loads of people going
round and checking. That’s really scary. If I got caught or my mother got caught,
we’re going back, and I really don’t want to be going back. I have family here, I
have my girlfriend in here, I have friends in here. I know if I’'m going back to
Hong Kong or China, I’1l be helpless. I don’t know how things work back there, I
don’t have a place to live, I don’t have the money. I’d probably just sit in the

street.
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I heard the place that I work now, government sent people to go into that
place and they check for everyone’s ID, check for their status. One of my friends,
he’s got no permit and he hid in the fridge for three hours. Loads of people I know
got caught. Actually, I’'m a bit worried right now as well. I got the permit; doesn’t
mean I’ll get to stay forever. It only allows me to stay two and a half years. And
my lawyer told me last month that [ need to earn £18K a year to be able to
continue to live here, to have my permit extended. So, it’s two and a half year,
two and a half year, two and a half year and two and a half year. That’s ten
year[s]. Ten year[s], then I can apply for eight year[s], and then I can apply for
permanent [status]. And then I can apply for British [citizenship]. So, it’s a long
time.

I: Are there any times or places when your migration status feels less
important?

P: Maybe before you’re 16. When you’re young, you don’t really care. I can
still play games, I can still buy a milkshake, I can still get my doughnut, I can still
go to school without worrying. Maybe I could have got it [status] since I was 16,
then I could have planned it out better. But once I’'m over 18, I like to pay for my
own rent and stuff like that. I don’t get much of a choice because I need money. If
I don’t get paid, then I won’t be able to live. That’s it. I think I missed a couple of

chances, but you don’t know what happens next.
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From an undocumented status to limited leave to remain

John’s status journey began in college when he began to feel the effect of an irregular status
on his life and plans. John began, “When I was studying in college, I'm having the ‘status thing’.
I wasn’t allowed to stay in the UK actually”. As a child, John had rarely experienced the legal
and social constraints of an undocumented status as he was protected, to an extent, by legal
provisions for children. Like Sarah whose story was presented in chapter four, John grew up into
an undocumented status and his emerging awareness of his irregular migration status developed
between ages 16 to 18. When, at 22 years old, John’s application for the right to remain was
successful, he was surprised to learn that he was granted only a temporary status. John was
placed on the ten-year route to citizenship in which he was required to apply for the right to
remain every two and a half years, with the associated legal and application fees. This long-term
route is reserved for individuals who do not have the requisite language skills or financial capital
to qualify for the five-year route to citizenship, but they do have a legal claim, based on human
rights legislation, to remain in the UK. John had long hoped for an end to the status insecurity
that had defined his formative years but being subjected to an extended temporary status left him
shocked about the minimal effect on his life. The ‘no recourse to public funding’ condition that
had been applied to John’s status meant that he could not attend university or receive welfare. As
John explained, “I got the permit, doesn’t mean I’ll get to stay forever”. The repetitive structure
of John’s description of the citizenship journey that lay ahead of him emphasised the protracted
timeframes involved: “it’s two and a half year, two and a half year, two and a half year and two
and a half year. That’s ten year[s] then I can apply for British [citizenship]”. The acquisition of
limited leave to remain was just the beginning, rather than the end, of John’s status story. John

explained: “It’s not really that much of a difference because all I got is the permit to live here
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with no support. No public funding. So, I still can’t go to uni cause I can’t afford it [laugh]”.
John’s laugh at the end of this sentence appeared to mask his disappointment about the gap
between his expectations and the reality of his status journey.

The long gap between John’s realisation that he was subjected to an undocumented status
(aged 16) and his acquisition of limited leave to remain (aged 22) can be understood with
reference to John’s reluctance to seek help. When John began to describe his “status thing”, a
sense of fear and uncertainty seeped into his story. He explained: “What I’'m afraid of is if I ask
for help, they find out what status I am in, they might kick me out of the college, or maybe they
kick me out of the world”. John’s use of an anonymous “they” seemed to refer to professionals at
his college and to an ambiguous construct of immigration officials. His rhetorical jump, from
being excluded from college, to being removed from the world, suggested that his fear of
exclusion cut across many aspects of his life. John was aware that his status would affect not
only his education and employment, but also the life he had grown to know which was firmly
rooted in the UK. For this reason, John explained: “I just don’t get help, I just deal with whatever
I got”. Although John had an extended family of aunts, uncles and cousins in Greater Manchester
on whom he could rely for informal employment, his narrative suggested that they were unable
to help him in his journey to a regular status. From this note of discord between John’s imagined
life and the reality of his present, John returned to the present day: “I got used to it now. Nothing
change.” John seemed to have adjusted his expectations to his new reality. To conclude this part
of his narrative, John stated: “I don’t cause trouble, I always following the rules. And that’s it.”
This statement seemed to connect with wider discourses about undocumented migrants’

deservingness. In an implicit response to these discourses, John made his claim for the right to
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live in the UK based on his behaviour. John presented himself as a ‘good migrant’, who expected

little and abided by English laws and behavioural norms.

Extended temporariness and employment

As a migrant subjected to a temporary status, with no recourse to public funds, John, like
most participants in the study, was wholly dependent upon work in Chinese catering to survive.
Although he dreamed of a better job, “working with English people in a proper company”, he
was restricted to informal jobs in the co-ethnic economy and he depended on family members to
source work: “No workplace will take me except my auntie’s chip shop because, you know,
family, won’t say, so nothing happens.” John had also found part-time work in a Chinese
restaurant. His preference for several part-time roles rather than a full-time role was, he
explained, designed to avoid questions about his legal status. When he described work in
Chinese restaurants, the sense of fear that was part of John’s college experience began to
dominate the narrative as John recalled the difficulties involved in maintaining employment due
to his status insecurity. John created an image of work in Chinese restaurants in particular as
high risk because of a recent increase in immigration raids. In comparison with the past, when
“People don’t check that much”, John explained that recently there were “loads of people going
round and checking” and “loads of people got caught”. John referred to stories he had “heard”
about immigration raids on Chinese restaurants, including a brief scene regarding a friend who
“hid in the fridge for three hours™ to escape arrest during a raid. John’s description of raids,
although filled with fear, suggested distance: he did not seem to have experienced a raid first-
hand. The language John used, such as “getting caught”, “checking” and being “sent back”, had

a colloquial quality that diverged from official terms, such as “arrest” and “deport”, and created
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the image of restaurant and takeaway workers exchanging stories of raids during shifts. The
exchange of such stories was referred to in other narratives in the study. They created a sense of
fear for both employees and employers which exacerbated John’s status insecurity and his fears
about his future.

Although John had the right to work at the time of the interview, he was not immune from
the fear created by immigration raids because his status journey was far from over. For John, the
potential consequences of getting “caught” during an immigration raid or failing to move
through the stages of the ten-year route to citizenship, were unthinkable. He feared “being sent
back” and established a strong contrast between his life in the UK and an imagined life if
deported to Hong Kong or China. In the UK, John described a life of connection and familiarity:
“I have family here, I have my girlfriend in here, I have friends in here.” This contrasted with the
image of a destitute and desperate life in Hong Kong: “I’1l be helpless. I don’t know how things
work back there, I don’t have a place to live, I don’t have the money. I’d probably just sit in the
street.” John’s emotional response to the threat of deportation was expressed through the
evaluative clauses interweaved through this part of his narrative: “that’s really scary”, “I really
don’t want to be going back”. Interestingly, this appeared to be an abstract rather than a concrete
threat for John which perhaps exacerbated his fears. He was unsure if he would be deported to
Hong Kong or to China. Having left his home in Manchester on just one occasion to return to
Hong Kong to settle his deceased father’s affairs, John could not visualise a life anywhere other
than the UK.

John’s emerging understanding of the route to regularisation also created insecurity in his
narrative. Like many participants in the study, he was dependent on conversations with his

lawyer to understand the requirements of immigration law and policy. John recalled a recent
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conversation with his lawyer which, at the time of the interview, appeared to weigh heavily on
his mind: “my lawyer told me last month that [ need to earn £18K a year to be able to continue to
live here, to have my permit extended.” John was referring to the legal requirement that migrants
have a minimum income level of £18,600 per year to apply for British citizenship. John’s
inability to attend higher education or to acquire experience or skills in sectors that offered a
higher income than his part time roles in Chinese restaurants and takeaways was a source of
concern. The constraints of an extended temporary status, therefore, left him vulnerable to
ongoing status insecurity. John did not dwell on these topics during his interview, as he appeared

to find them difficult to hold in mind.

A shift in identity

When asked if there were times or places when John’s migration status had a lesser impact
on his life, John answered that, before he turned 16, he neither thought nor cared about status
issues. John evoked his younger self as a separate protagonist in his narrative, with childlike
interests, such as “games”, “milkshake” and “doughnut[s]”. The young John could attend school,
his life rarely diverged from his peers, and he was financially supported by his mother. He was
not weighed down by his insecure status, excluded from education or fearful of deportation, like
the present-day John.

This reflection on John’s childhood prompted him to express regret that he did not regularise
his status earlier in his life. John understood that, if he had regularised his status as a child, he
may have been able to access better opportunities for education, training and employment. John
framed this regret as personal. He refrained from blaming his mother, his teachers, or the state

(although in his full narrative John explained that he received poor legal advice when he first
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applied for leave to remain). Instead, he used first person pronouns: “/ could have got it” and “/
missed a couple of chances”. Returning to his present-day, John explained that, unlike his
younger self, he had limited options. This John was required to support himself financially which
meant continuing to work in Chinese restaurants or takeaways, despite his awareness that this
meant low pay, long hours, few prospects for advancement and a constant fear of immigration
raids. The distance between the two protagonists, John’s younger self, and the present-day John,
created pathos in the narrative.

John concluded his discussion of the opportunities he had missed with a statement
expressing a positive and open attitude towards his future: “you don’t know what happens next.”
This pattern, whereby John described the limitations of his irregular status and suggested the
possibility of change, reoccurred in the narrative and perhaps acted as a strategy of self-
preservation to help John to manage the long journey to citizenship that he could not be sure he

would complete.

6.4 Permanency on the margins

The final narrative in this chapter is taken from Fei Hong’s account of his 13 years in the
UK in which he described the journey from work visa to permanent residence. Fei Hong was
from Tianjin, in his 50s and lived in the UK with his wife and son. Having arrived in the UK
subject to a work visa, he shifted to an undocumented status temporarily when he decided to
leave the employer who sponsored his visa and find work elsewhere. At the time of the
interview, Fei Hong had acquired permanent residence and he had been joined in the UK by his

wife and son. I interpret Fei Hong’s story in relation to three key themes: a regular status and
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economic stability; the construction of identity as a permanent resident; and partial social

integration which Fei Hong described as being on the ‘outside’ of ‘your British centre’.

6.4.1 Fei Hong’s ("§iI8) story

I1: When did you come to the UK?

P: I came here in 2004. At the beginning, I worked as a chef for others in the
Chinese food industry for about five or six years. After that, I opened my own
Chinese restaurant. I’ve been cooking Chinese dishes for the past 13 years. When
I first came here, there were very few authentic [Chinese] restaurants. There were
all so-called ‘Chinese restaurants’ opened by Hong Kong people. But this kind of
Chinese food is specially made for the British, so I don’t think the food is
authentic. There were almost no authentic Chinese restaurants in 2005. We were
the first authentic Chinese restaurant in the northern region at that time. But now,
Chinese restaurants can be found here and there in the UK. However, in the past,
there were few restaurants making authentic Chinese dishes like us. Only the
Malays offered the hot pot, but they did the southern style hot pot. There was no
authentic hot pot until we came here and opened our restaurant. Before 2005,
Chinese food was all about curry and satay Hong Kong people custom-made for
the British.

12: How do you and your family find life in the UK?

181



P: They’ve basically got used to the life here now, for they’ve become
accustomed to the rhythm of life here after living here for so many years, and they
don’t have to face as much pressure as they have to in China. If you have a stable
income, you can have a stable life. It’s the same everywhere. China is developing
rapidly now. Sometimes we go back. Compared to when I first went abroad,
China is now developing very very fast. There are more opportunities in China
than here. But we’ve already been in the UK for more than ten years and we are
basically used to the life here. We decided not to go back to China. Life here is
incomparable with life in China, right? Every aspect of life in China is very good.
Life here in the UK is kind of dull, because my Chinese circle is small, and the
outside world cannot integrate into your British centre. It is rather dull in terms of
entertainment and life, yet we are basically used to it after so many years. But the
social circle is relatively small.

I1: So, when you first came to the UK, you came alone, and later, your
family joined you. How did the change affect your life here?

P: When I first came here, I did not know the language and I didn’t know
many people. It was very depressing, and I planned to go back to China for a
while. But, through my family arriving here, through my son going to school here,
the family were reunited. At that time, I had a regular job, then I started my own
business. My heart was more at ease, so I relaxed a little. I could say that I was
here to accompany my child to school. Little by little, I forgot about those upsets

[of the earlier years in the UK]. I slowly integrated into the life here. There is no
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other way. When you arrive in a place, you have to integrate, right? After
integrating, it is relatively stable now, and it’s ok.

I1: Do you have friends in the UK?

P: Yes, but they are all our Chinese, in our Chinese circle. They come from
all over China. Some of them come from northeast China, some from Sichuan.
Wherever they come from, in foreign countries, they are your fellow countrymen
as long as they are Chinese, right? Although they are not from one place in China,
when you are overseas, Chinese people are all like a family.

I1: What are some of the difficulties you have faced in the UK?

P: Let’s take language as an example. The people I have contact with are all
in our Chinese circle, they are mostly chefs or doctors of Traditional Chinese
Medicine. Their English skills in China are very poor, especially chefs. To
become a chef, you have to first work as an apprentice. Chefs have gone through
arduous training and hard work in the catering industry since they were young
children. They are definitely not good at English, and they find English more
difficult to learn. Their circle of friends is small, they have very little contact with
the outside world. It is true that language is the first problem to be solved for
people who come to the UK. Once the language problem is solved, problems in
many other aspects will be naturally resolved. When I first came here, there were
some things I couldn’t adapt to. But, naturally and gradually, we got used to the

life here.
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A regular status and economic stability

The extract above typified the key themes of Fei Hong’s narrative: throughout his interview,
Fei Hong preferred discussions about his experience as a Chinese chef and restaurant owner over
questions about his status journey. The prominence of these themes perhaps reflected the fact
that Fei Hong’s progression from a waged worker to a business owner was a turning point in his
life in the UK. This move was made possible when Fei Hong acquired permanent residence.
However, the acquisition of a permanent legal status appeared to be secondary in Fei Hong’s
narrative, compared with the primacy he placed on his economic stability. Although permanent
residence gave Fei Hong legal membership, his ability to earn a decent wage, and to take control
of his time and his labour, were transformative. Additionally, the arrival of Fei Hong’s wife and
son marked a change in his emotional experience. In Fei Hong’s telling, being reunited with his

family appeared to erase the difficulties of the years following his arrival in the UK, which were

rarely mentioned in the narrative apart from a brief reference to being “very depressed” (¥ It

HY). Fei Hong described this change in his emotional state with a figurative phrase: “my heart

was more at ease, so I relaxed a little” (OFEECIREESE T, RIEOEL T T). This translation

captured the approximate meaning, but there are multiple possible translations of this phrase
which, although awkward in English, contain different shades of meaning. Possible translations
include: “my heart became steadier / free from anxiety / firmly based, so I let it go / I put it
down”. These alternative translations evoke a more visceral image in which Fei Hong, initially,
dared not relax. The image of him placing his heart down on the ground when his family arrived
suggested the beginning of a sense of belonging. The arrival of Fei Hong’s family also gave his

migration story renewed meaning: “I could say that I was here to accompany my child to
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school”. Having originally migrated to earn money with a plan to return to China, furthering his

son’s education became Fei Hong’s new purpose.

Constructing identity as a permanent resident

The prominence of “authentic” (IER) Chinese dishes in Fei Hong’s story seemed to
converge with his negotiation of his identity. Fei Hong’s description of his mastery of authentic
Chinese cooking and his awe-filled descriptions of contemporary China suggested that he viewed
himself as Chinese: the acquisition of permanent residence in the UK had not changed Fei
Hong’s construction of his nationality. Fei Hong commented in the wider narrative that, despite

being eligible to apply for British citizenship, he had decided against it as he did not want to

“forget” that he was Chinese, nor did he wish to revoke his Chinese citizenship (FRAEIEF[EH

E$E45 B 7). However, Fei Hong’s identity was not only constructed with reference to China,

but also in relation to the UK-Chinese population. Whilst stating his claim to mastery of
authentic Chinese dishes, Fei Hong was implicitly disparaging of non-mainland Chinese groups
in the UK whose food he described, by contrast, as non-authentic. He compared the authenticity

of his own cooking with the “Hong Kong people” and “the Malays” and described their UK

businesses as “so called Chinese restaurants” (FTiBHIF4E). With a tone of disdain, Fei Hong

described the food served in such restaurants as “custom made for the British”, including “curry”

N

(“IJ0NE”) and “satay” (“YPEE”). The Chinese terms for both these food types are transliterations

which emphasises that these dishes did not originate in China. Fei Hong framed the practice of

customising dishes for British tastes as inferior in comparison with his own practice of cooking
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authentic dishes for mainland Chinese students who represented the majority of his customer
base. Through this discussion of food and cooking, Fei Hong distanced himself from non-
mainland Chinese in the UK and portrayed a sense of superiority in his adherence to an authentic
Chinese culture and cuisine.

Interestingly, Fei Hong’s narrative showed that his commitment to authentic Chinese
cooking was related both to his cultural identity, but also to economic opportunities. Since
arriving in the UK 13 years prior to the interview, Fei Hong had witnessed a significant increase
in the number of mainland Chinese students. This change in the makeup of the UK-Chinese
population afforded Fei Hong the opportunity to open a restaurant near to a university with a
significant intake of mainland Chinese students. In his wider narrative, Fei Hong explained the
relationship between his business and the local university: during university exam periods, his
profits increased as Chinese students visited the restaurant to eat and celebrate together. Fei
Hong and his family also made use of the university holidays when most Chinese students
returned to mainland China, allowing Fei Hong to close the restaurant for several months at a
time to visit relatives in China. In this context, Fei Hong’s commitment to cooking authentic
Chinese dishes had multiple meanings: it was an expression of his mainland Chinese identity; a
way to differentiate himself from non-mainland Chinese in the UK, and a response to the

economic opportunities available to him.

On the “outside” of “your British centre”
Fei Hong’s narrative followed a linear progression in which his life had gradually and

steadily improved over time. He told a story with a straightforward plot, in which he and his

family had become accustomed to the “rhythm of life” (“ 4/EFT9Z") in the UK. The adjectives
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“smooth” (“3££2”) and “steady” (“F2TE") were repeated several times throughout Fei Hong’s

narrative, which created a sense of stability. Several phrases in the extract referred to the passing
of time (“after so many years”, “little by little”) which worked to gloss over the “upsets” of his

early years in the UK. At the end of the above extract, Fei Hong described his story of adaptation

to life in the UK with a chengyu (F%iE, a Chinese four-character idiom): EHJATIFA. The chengyu

means “naturally and involuntarily”. Fei Hong stressed that his gradual adaptation over time was

the only available option: “There is no other way. When you arrive in a place, you have to

integrate, right?” (Bl—Mtb75, HISRINE). The direct translation of the Chinese term

‘integrate’ (§.\) can mean ‘to melt’, ‘to blend’, and ‘to merge’. The term connotes a conception

of integration as a two-way process: when melted, blended or merged, two or more elements are
mixed together, and the properties of each are transformed.

Despite Fei Hong’s positive portrayal of his adaptation to life in the UK, his narrative
suggested that his integration into the mainstream of UK society was limited. For example, Fei

Hong explained: “Life here in the UK is kind of dull, because my Chinese circle is small”. The

Chinese term he used to describe his “dull” life was “fj}&” which is made up of two characters:

=

“f&”, which means withered (used to describe plants), and “}&”, which means ‘dry’ or ‘parched’.

Despite Fei Hong’s assertion that he had friends from all over mainland China whom he counted
as family when overseas, he rarely socialised except for occasional gatherings during public
holidays. His description of his working life, based on 12-hour days, six days per week, with
only his wife and son to help, accounted, in part, for the limited social opportunities available to

Fei Hong.
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In addition to having a small circle of Chinese friends, Fei Hong briefly alluded to the

barriers he had faced in attempts to integrate into mainstream society: “the outside world cannot

integrate into your British centre” (JMNRBINARZNR( JEE 235 Z%). The change in pronouns

was noticeable here as Fei Hong switched from describing “our Chinese” (“F¢{{JHE") to “your

British” ({4 J%&[&), which suggested that he viewed the two groups as distinct. Fei Hong did

not elaborate on this point any further, but this construction suggested that he had experienced
resistance or racism in his attempts to fully integrate into life in the UK. Fei Hong also implied
that his poor grasp of English, combined with the long working hours required to run his
business, limited his ability to socialise with those outside of his small social circle of Chinese
friends. According to Fei Hong, chefs, like himself, had few opportunities to learn English, either

before or after their migration. To describe the training that most Chinese chefs underwent, Fei

Hong used another chengyu (Chinese idiom), “42[E/R¥]” (literally, “to feel, to crawl, to roll, to

strike), which means “to go through arduous training or hard work”. Fei Hong’s use of this
idiom emphasised his high regard for the training undertaken by chefs from a young age and the
skills they developed. Such training, he suggested, precluded the serious study of English which
meant that chefs had no background on which to build when learning English in the UK.
Combined with this background, the structure of work in Chinese catering also prevented
meaningful integration. As Fei Hong explained, “The people working in Chinese restaurants and
kitchens are all Chinese. They use Chinese to talk to each other and they have very little contact
with the outside world.” The roles available to Chinese migrants in the ethnic enclave, combined
with the types of education and training for these roles that migrants are likely to have undergone

in China, created structural barriers to language learning and likely placed significant limits on
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integration. Therefore, although Fei Hong had acquired legal membership of the UK, and
achieved economic integration, his social integration lagged behind.

Yet, despite not being socially integrated in the UK, a return to China was not part of Fei
Hong’s or his family’s plans. Fei Hong was aware that living in China would offer more
opportunities, better entertainment and greater connection with friends and relatives, but he had
decided to stay in the UK because his family would not have to face “as much pressure” as they
would face in China. Fei Hong explained that his hometown in China had become
unrecognisable to him because of the pace of urbanisation and the increase in high-rise buildings.

He described with awe the advancement of high-speed rail, claiming “China is really a strong

country now” (FR[ERIE{RIR). Other participants described similar attitudes towards the pace of

development in China since their migration and articulated the difficulties they would face if
they attempted to reintegrate into contemporary Chinese society. Participants worried that: they
would face barriers to re-joining the economy in China; and their children would struggle to
compete with their peers in Chinese schools after experiencing a more ‘relaxed’ form of
education in the UK. For this reason, after acquiring permanent residence, returning to China
was not an option for Fei Hong, despite his belief that: “Life here is incomparable with life in
China, right? Every aspect of life in China is very good.” For Fei Hong, and other participants,

there seemed to be no straightforward path back to China.

6.5 Commentary

Each of the narratives presented in this chapter represented a different phase of the status

journey. Although Yellow Flower, John and Fei Hong were each at different phases in their
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status journeys, their stories were connected by commonalities in both their experiences and their
constructions of themselves and their lives. In the discussion that follows, I comment upon three
key themes in relation to Yellow Flower, John and Fei Hong’s experiences: waiting and the
passage of time; safety and security; and identity, integration and belonging.

Given that I focused in this chapter on migrants’ experiences of the status journey over time,
it is perhaps unsurprising that waiting and the passage of time were key threads that connected
Yellow Flower, John and Fei Hong’s stories. For Yellow Flower and John, the experience of
waiting for a regular migration status dominated their narratives. The nature of Yellow Flower’s
wait was conveyed as an urgent and all-consuming experience. She was desperate to hear the
outcome of her recent application for the right to remain and she struggled to think beyond that
official decision. In Yellow Flower’s narrative, the passage of time was experienced as slow, as
she ruminated on the Home Office decision: “Every second, every minute, every night”. John’s
story, too, was shaped by the experience of waiting, but of a different sort. Rather than the urgent
and suffocating waiting conveyed by Yellow Flower’s narrative, John was suspended in a state
of extended temporariness. The ten-year route to citizenship left him in a condition of long-term
legal limbo. The open-ended nature of John’s wait for citizenship constrained the economic and
social opportunities available to him and weighed heavily on his mind throughout his interview.
A thread that connected both Yellow Flower’s urgent wait and John’s open-ended waiting was
the sense of powerlessness that both participants experienced in the face of the immigration
system. Both participants were aware that their future in the UK was out of their control. In
contrast to the corrosive effect of waiting in John and Yellow Flower’s stories, the passage of
time was a portrayed as a positive force in Fei Hong’s account. For Fei Hong, the eight years that

had passed since he acquired permanent residence had gradually erased the difficulties of his
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early years in the UK. With a regular migration status, Fei Hong and his family had been able to
find a new rhythm of life in which they found safety and security.

The sense of safety and security that Fei Hong emphasised in his narrative aligned with
another key theme that connected all three of the stories in this chapter: the connection between
psychological safety and a permanent, regular migration status. It was clear from Yellow
Flower’s narrative that the process of applying for the right to remain and receiving multiple
refusals left her feeling unsafe and insecure. Her use of language and imagery related to life and
death created the impression that she was in the midst of an ontological crisis in which her
future, and that of her son’s, hung in the balance. Similarly, John’s deep insecurity about his
place in the UK, the country in which he had spent most of his life, was conveyed with strength.
The ontological security he had experienced during his childhood in the UK, in which he
imagined progressing to university alongside his peers and obtaining a professional job, had been
replaced with an insecure present and an ambiguous future. For Fei Hong, the acquisition of
permanent residence was a turning point in his narrative. The image of him releasing his tight
grip on his heart when he became a permanent resident of the UK showed the importance of a
regular legal status as a foundation for psychological wellbeing. Interestingly, it was clear from
Fei Hong’s account of his status journey that legal membership of the UK alone was not the
defining factor in his wellbeing. Rather, it was the effect of a regular status on Fei Hong’s work,
family life and his sense of autonomy that brought peace and stability to his story.

The final theme that connected the narratives of Yellow Flower, John and Fei Hong was the
effect of the status journey on migrants’ identity, integration and belonging. In Yellow Flower’s
account of the process of applying for the right to remain, she explicitly drew on discourses

related to ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ migrants to frame herself as a legitimate candidate for a
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regular status. John, more implicitly, alluded to his conduct in the UK as a ‘good’ migrant to
soothe his fears that he would be “kicked out” of the UK. John’s story also expressed a
fundamental shift in identity, brought about by the long-term effect of being subjected to a
temporary status. This shift was expressed in his narrative through his evocation of two
protagonists: the younger, unburdened John and the present-day John, preoccupied with status
concerns and trapped in legal limbo. This identity shift resonated with the stories of Sarah and Z,
the other participants in the study who had migrated to the UK as children and subsequently
experienced undocumented status as part of their transition to adulthood. Additionally, in my
reading of Yellow Flower and John’s stories, both had been mis framed and misrecognised by
the UK Home Office. Against the backdrop of this mis framing, both participants negotiated
their own identities. For example, Yellow Flower expressed frustration with the way in which
her complex and multifaceted migration story had been understood. John, too, had been mis
framed by the Home Office when the condition of ‘no recourse to public funds’ was added to his
leave to remain. This condition was designed to protect the welfare system from being used by
temporary migrants, but John was not a temporary migrant. He felt little connection with Hong
Kong, his place of birth, and had built his life entirely in the UK. In this respect, he was a citizen-
in-waiting, yet his temporary migration status misrecognised his legitimate claim, on human
rights grounds, for citizenship. In these allusions to identity in the narratives, both Yellow
Flower and John, like other participants in the study, grappled with how their sense of self had
been challenged by their interactions with immigration systems.

For Fei Hong, his narrative showed how permanent residence had afforded him legal and
economic integration, but his social integration remained limited. Fei Hong’s ability to

experience social integration was prohibited by both biographical factors, such as his English
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language ability and prior education, and by the work he was able to access in the UK economy
which demanded that he spent most of his time within Chinese social circles. He also alluded to
racism and resistance within British society, which created further barriers to the integration of
Fei Hong and his family. Due to these barriers, Fei Hong appeared to articulate an ambiguous
sense of belonging in which he simultaneously identified as a Chinese citizen, whilst he
negotiated an identity on the margins of society in the UK. This expression of belonging was
complicated further by Fei Hong’s regretful claim that he could not consider a return to China
because the passage of time had placed him and his family out of sync with the speed of

development in contemporary Chinese society.

6.6 Conclusion

The stories presented in this chapter provide insight into the status journey migrants
experienced, often over long periods of time. From Yellow Flower’s application for the right to
remain, to John’s ten-year temporary status, through to Fei Hong’s experience of permanent
residence, the stories show how different phases of the journey toward a documented status may
be experienced. The fact that Yellow Flower and John’s status journeys had not ended at the time
of their interviews shows that migrants do not necessarily experience a linear journey from
undocumented to documented. Instead, the stories in this chapter trace the complex processes
involved in the acquisition of a regular status in the UK, which included: refusals, appeals,
unexpected legal conditions, and both urgent and open-ended periods of waiting. For Chinese
migrants who had acquired a permanent legal status, such as Fei Hong, both biographical and
structural issues led to partial integration, an ambiguous sense of belonging and a picture of

permanence on the margins of society. By attending to the emotions expressed in Yellow Flower,
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John and Fei Hong’s narratives, I have shown the affective dimensions of migrants’ interactions
with immigration systems and the various (il)legal categories to which they were designated. In
the next chapter, I draw together my interpretation of participants narratives, presented across
chapters four to six, to explore Chinese migrants’ experiences of undocumented status through

the lens of liminality.
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Chapter 7 Liminal status, place, and time
7.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I discuss the key themes presented across the three findings chapters with the
aim of connecting the subjective experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants with the
cultural and structural factors that shaped their lives. To achieve this aim, I draw on the concept
of liminality and place this concept into dialogue with understandings of place and time as
experienced by migrants. By deploying these theoretical tools, I describe undocumented Chinese
migrants’ liminal social condition. I begin by discussing the concept of liminality and its
application in migration literature. I then discuss the experiences of undocumented Chinese
migrants in relation to three constructs: liminal law and status; liminal social and economic
places; and liminal time. Whilst presenting my theorisation of the study, I also pay attention to
gender which, I argue, intersected with participants’ experiences of liminality in different ways

in both their sending and receiving contexts.

7.2 Liminality in the migration literature

To conceptualise the experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants, I use the
anthropological concept of liminality, which originated in van Gennep’s work (1909) and was
subsequently developed further by Turner (1969). In van Gennep’s work, The Rites of Passage,
he coined the term ‘liminality’ to refer to an in-between phase between social roles or identities.
He argued that individuals in many cultures pass through rites of passage where their identities
and roles are changed (e.g., birth, puberty, marriage, parenthood, old age, and death). In each of

these transitions, he identified a threefold structure through which the transitional person moves;
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first, the pre-liminal stage which involves ‘death’ to an old life or role and a change of routines
and social practices; next, the liminal stage, which involves passing through a threshold between
social roles or social boundaries; and finally, the post-liminal stage in which the identities and
roles of the pre-liminal fall away and the individual takes on a new social role, having been
integrated back into a social structure. The person passing through the liminal phase is separated
from their previous state but not yet integrated into a new social structure and van Gennep
emphasised the ambiguous nature of this liminality and the identity change that took place in
liminal phases. In Turner’s ethnographic study of the Nmbai (1969), he developed the concept of
liminality further, describing the conditions and the experience of the liminal phase and liminal
people (liminal personae) in detail. Where van Gennep emphasised the ambiguity of this stage,
Turner conceptualised liminality as a positive and creative condition where the individual was
released from social structure. In both conceptualisations, liminality was a bounded period,
through which individuals passed as part of rites of passage in the life course.

The concept of liminality has drawn interest from migration scholars who have used
liminality to describe the spatial, social, and legal conditions of irregular migrants. Coutin
(2005), for example, in her ethnography of the clandestine journeys of undocumented
Salvadorian migrants to the US, conceptualised migrants’ transit across borders as a liminal
state. During these illicit journeys, Coutin argued that migrants were most vulnerable as they
were forced to inhabit dangerous and hidden places and routes that were not designed for human
travel. When migrants arrived in the US, Coutin found that their physical presence, but legal
absence as undocumented migrants, left them feeling “invisible or not solid” (p.201). Coutin’s
attention to clandestine migration routes and migrants’ affective responses to their lack of legal

status on arrival in the US revealed the spatial and emotional dimensions of liminal states in
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migrants’ lives. Similarly, Chavez’s (1991) study of undocumented Mexican and Central
American migrants in San Diego, drew on liminality to understand migrant incorporation in the
US. He understood the period from when an undocumented migrant exited their sending country,
up until the migrant acquired US citizenship, as a liminal period. Chavez’s argument was based
on two important propositions. First, that the liminal period had no fixed end point: and second,
that despite migrants’ sense of belonging to the community, they remained on the ‘outside’ due
to their undocumented status and the views of the receiving society, both of which blocked
migrants’ integration.

Interest in the concept of liminality to describe the legal condition of undocumented
migration began with Menji'var’s (2006) study of extended temporary legal statuses in the US,
which she understood as a form of “liminal legality” (p.999). She argued that this “gray area”,
between legal and illegal could become a permanent state which had deleterious effects on
migrants’ family and social lives (p.1000). Drawing on this work, Gonzales (2015) inverted
Menji’var’s concept of ‘liminal legality’, by coining the term “legal liminality” to conceptualise
the specific socio-legal experiences of undocumented young people who “transition[ed] to
illegality” as they grew into adults in the US (p.9; p.11). Together, these studies demonstrated
how, unlike van Gennep and Turner’s understanding of liminality as a distinct phase with an
endpoint, liminality has been used by migration scholars to point to an open-ended experience of
temporariness, which has legal, place-based, and affective domains.

In this chapter, I build on the literature in relation to irregular and temporary migration
statuses by deploying the concept of liminality to describe the experiences of undocumented
Chinese migrants. I categorise the forms of liminality identified in the narratives produced in this

study under three headings: liminal law and status; liminal social and economic places; and
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liminal time. In his 1969 text, The ritual process: structure and anti-structure ,Turner outlined
the characteristics of liminality. In doing so, he offered a series of binary oppositions to describe
the difference between liminal states and their opposite, social structure. Amongst this list were
the following binary pairs: “silence / speech”, “acceptance of pain and suffering / avoidance of
pain and suffering”, and “heteronomy / degrees of autonomy” (Turner, 1969, pp.106-7). In the
discussion below, I draw on these antithetical pairs to describe the liminality identified in the
narratives of undocumented Chinese migrants. I also suggest that the creative potential of
liminality, as described by Turner, was constrained by the restrictions created by an irregular
migration status. However, despite these constraints, Chinese women’s descriptions of the

Chinese church showed glimpses of creativity and freedom from social structure.

7.3 Liminal law and status

As discussed above, van Gennep (1909) and Turner (1969) understood liminality as a
bounded state or period. However, in my interpretation of the narratives in relation to law and
status, | found that Chinese migrants experienced liminal legal categories not as a bounded
period, but as an open-ended status. This finding resonated with the work of migration scholars
who developed similar arguments about migrants from different national groups (see, for
example, Menji'var’s discussion of “permanent temporariness”, 2006, p.1001). However, my
interpretation diverges from the existing literature in that I also found expressions of liminality in
participants’ accounts of their lives before migration, and after the acquisition of a permanent,
regular migration status. To advance this argument, I first apply the concept of liminality to the
range of legal statuses that Chinese migrants were subjected to in the UK. Next, I suggest that

liminal legal statuses were an everyday experience for some participants before they migrated to
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the UK due to the relationship between Chinese nationals and the state. In this respect, being
subjected to a liminal legal status was not a new experience for some participants, but a
continuation of legal and status inequalities experienced in China. Then, I argue that gender

intersected with liminal legality to create varied experiences for men and women.

7.3.1 Liminal legal statuses in the UK

All participants in this study experienced a form of liminal legal status where their
immigration status was “betwixt and between” legal categories (Turner, 1969, p.95). All of
those who migrated from Fujian province and arrived irregularly in the UK spent several years
with no legal citizenship status vis-a-vis the UK government. They had experienced territorial
liminality as they moved across borders and left an old way of life in rural China (or a pre-
liminal phase) to enter a new way of life in urban areas in the UK (Chavez, 1991). However,
despite being physically present in the UK, working and living out their daily lives, they were, in
effect, legally non-existent during the early years after their arrival (Coutin, 2005). However,
being undocumented was not a static or fixed legal status category. All the Fujianese migrants
who had arrived irregularly subsequently became known to the UK Home Office, either through
choice or through circumstance, and they were all in the process of applying for (or had already
acquired) a regular immigration status. Most remained in a condition of “liminal legality”
(Menj1'var, 2006, p.1000): no longer officially undocumented, but not yet granted the right to
remain in the UK. Van Gennep’s threefold structure also applied to participants who migrated to
the UK as children and grew up into an undocumented status as they reached 18 years of age.
Migrants’ lives in the UK before they became undocumented, sometimes spanning their entire

childhood, can be described as the preliminal phase. The preliminal phase was a time of
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innocence when migrants were not yet burdened with the legal restrictions imposed upon them
by the transition to an undocumented status. The liminal phase began when migrants’
immigration status shifted, and they became undocumented. The postliminal phase began when
participants acquired permanent residence, although for all participants who grew up into an
undocumented status, this had not yet been achieved at the time of their interviews. They were,
instead, subjected to protracted, temporary legal statuses on pathways such as the ten-year route
to citizenship, with no recourse to public funds.

Participants who were subjected to a time-bound work visa may have, formally, had a more
stable legal status, but the narratives in the study demonstrated that they shared similar
experiences of status insecurity and precarious employment with those subjected to an
undocumented status. Unlike undocumented migrants who could look for alternative work, those
subjected to a work permit experienced exploitative working conditions in Chinese catering and
they were unable to complain or challenge their working conditions or wages through fear of
displeasing their employer who held power over their immigration status. Therefore, the five-
year work visa represented another form of liminal legality, where the temporary and contingent

nature of migrants’ legal status was experienced as highly stressful and traumatic.

7.3.2 Liminal legal statuses in China

Although I have conceptualised the acquisition of an undocumented status in the UK (either
due to the crossing of a border, coming of age without legal status, or the expiry of a visa) as a
liminal phase, there are also aspects of Chinese citizenship which can be understood through the
lens of legal liminality. In the discussion that follows, I argue that participants’ experiences of

liminal legal statuses in China shaped their understanding of and responses to the shift to an
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undocumented status in the UK. To elucidate this argument, I present two key characteristics of
Chinese citizenship; the relationship between Chinese nationals and the state; and the

differentiated legal statuses to which Chinese nationals may be subjected. The term ‘citizen’ has

no direct translation in Chinese (‘2YE’ meaning ‘national’ and ‘I8’ meaning ‘city people’ are

perhaps the closest parallel terms) and has been found to hold little meaning for Chinese
migrants (see Zhang, 2020). For this reason, I focus on the relationships between the individual
and the state in China and the ‘legal statuses’ available to Chinese nationals. However, for
efficiency and style, I occasionally use the term ‘citizenship’ to refer to these relationships and
legal arrangements.

Whilst Western, liberal notions of citizenship have centred on the reciprocal nature of rights
bestowed by the state and duties enacted by citizens, the relationship between Chinese nationals
and the state has been described as communitarian with an emphasis on obligations rather than
individual rights (Janoski, 2014). Janoski (2014) argued that Chinese notions of citizenship are
partly explained by the history of governance in China where the rule of the Emperor, and later
the Chinese Communist Party, although not total, mandated obedience from Chinese subjects
and discouraged active engagement. The Chinese people’s acceptance of this communitarian
model may be partly explained by the influence of Confucianism which emphasised social order,
social harmony and filial piety and continues to influence Chinese nationals’ relationships with
others and with the state (Janoski, 2014).

An understanding of the historical evolution of the relationship between Chinese individuals

and the state can shed light on the motivations and priorities of undocumented Chinese migrants

in the study. Participants who migrated to the UK with the intention ‘to earn money’ (‘li#Ek’)
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(such as Jin whose narrative is presented in chapter four) expressed limited interest in acquiring
social or political rights during her early years in the UK. Jin prioritised access to work to enable
her to send money to her family in Fujian: first to pay off the debt she had acquired to migrate
and, second, to improve the lives of her family members. Jin’s obligation to support her family

seemed to be rooted in her position as the eldest of her siblings, which may reflect a modern

expression of Confucian ideas about filial piety (22) and family structure. Whereas filial piety in

traditional, Confucian societies meant that women provided physical care for their in-laws whilst
men provided financially for their own parents, Jin’s method of fulfilling her family obligations
inverted this tradition. She was physically absent from both in-laws and parents yet focused on
enhancing their lives through remittances. It is also important to note Jin’s socioeconomic
context: Jin was from the countryside where welfare was limited. Her desire to support her
family financially through her migration project may have been a necessity of the structural
circumstances of her family, rather than an expression of Confucian values. Although Jin was in
receipt of social housing from the UK government at the time of her interview, her preference
was to be granted the right to work to support herself and, in return for this right, she would
contribute to the economy through taxation. Jin’s initial disinterest in pursuing a regular
immigration status and her prioritisation of economic rights to allow her to fulfil her familial
obligations may reflect a Chinese understanding of the relationship between individuals and the

state. Or, alternatively, it might reflect economic necessity.

For participants in the study with a rural hukou (/2 [0, household registration) in China, their

experience of legal liminality in the UK was preceded by experiences of unequal and liminal

legal statuses in China. In contemporary mainland China, Chinese nationals are subjected to
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unequal legal statuses due to the hukou which determines where an individual can live and the
social rights they can access. An individual’s hukou status is based on their parents’ residence,
which can be either urban or rural and is tied to specific localities. Whilst individuals with a rural
hukou have land-use rights, those subject to an urban hukou have traditionally benefitted from
enhanced access to healthcare, education, pensions and property rights (Johnson, 2017). These
differentiated legal statuses have led to different classes of citizens in China. Although the hukou
system was historically enacted as a form of population control, China’s economic reforms and
opening-up policies have offered opportunities for millions of Chinese nationals with rural
hukous to move to China’s major cities to improve their economic standing. However, once in
urban areas, individuals with non-local hukou status experience lower social rights compared
with their counterparts with urban, local hukous and they are unable to access healthcare,

property rights and education for their children. Internal migrants are known informally in China

as the ‘floating population’, GiRa A ) a title which suggests a liminal legal status, betwixt and

between rights entitlements. Three participants with rural hukous (Meng, Zhan Fang and Yellow
Flower) migrated internally within China and therefore spent time as members of China’s
floating population with limited access to rights in the urban areas in which they worked and
lived. For these participants, the shift to an undocumented status in the UK was not a wholly new
experience, but rather a continuation of past experiences of not being fully equal in terms of

citizenship.
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7.3.3 Gender and liminal legal status

In both China and in the UK, migrants’ experiences were shaped not only by their liminal
legal statuses, but also by the intersection of liminal legality with gender. Migrant women who
migrated to the UK as adults made the journey from China to the UK to follow a spouse, both
documented and undocumented, unlike migrant men who often had hometown connections in
the UK but migrated alone. Those who had acquired a spouse visa (Yellow Flower, Meng, Nian
Zhen and Zhan Fang) were dependent on their husbands’ legal status which meant they were
unlikely to leave their husbands (a finding which resonated with a study of Chinese migrant
workers conducted by Lawthom & Kagan, 2016). The breakdown of a personal relationship,
such as in Yellow Flower’s case, left migrant women without legal status, coupled with the
social stigma attached to divorce in Chinese culture.

I also found that there were key points in women’s narratives where their liminal legality
was experienced as oppressive because they had no choice but to encounter officials. These
encounters typically occurred because of women’s roles as mothers. During pregnancy,
childbirth and when raising young children, women’s need for both healthcare and welfare
brought them into contact with officials who enforced exclusionary and oppressive policies. For
example, the effects of the hukou system and the One Child Policy in China were keenly felt by
Yu Yan when she gave birth to her first child without medical assistance in Fujian and hid from
the authorities to avoid involuntary sterilisation (a practice that was officially denied, but
informally reported in rural areas of mainland China). After falling pregnant in the UK, Jin, Yu
Yan and Feng Mian were forced to present themselves at GP surgeries and hospitals where their
undocumented statuses were revealed. For all three women, the birth of their children meant they

could no longer survive under the radar of state control, and they were processed under UK
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immigration policies. This meant they were subjected to state surveillance systems, such as
regular signing at police stations, arrest, and periods of detention (a reoccurring occurrence in
Jin’s narrative). These encounters with officials, in both China and in the UK, forced women in
the study to adopt risky informal practices. Yu Yan’s story of hiding from authorities in both
China and in the UK during her pregnancies is an example of an informal practice which placed
both her and her children at risk. A common strategy deployed by women in the study was to
present at healthcare and welfare agencies in the UK as single mothers to allow their husbands to
continue to work ‘illegally’ in the background. This meant that women with children often lived
separately from their husbands, who continued to live in shared dormitories attached to Chinese
restaurants. For this reason, women faced immigration enforcement, such as night-time raids and
detention, alone. Women were also left to care for their children alone (an important theme in
Feng Mian’s narrative) with limited help from their husbands and without the support of social
and family networks who would have been available in China. Limited support with childcare
inhibited integration as women struggled to access English classes, to work or to socialise.

The most oppressive and constraining aspects of liminal legality were acted out on women’s
bodies because of their roles as mothers. Rural women migrants were doubly disadvantaged
because they had lower levels of education, they were dependent on others (usually their
husband’s) for status and yet, as mothers, they were more likely to encounter immigration
officials. These inequalities were not only present in participants’ post-migratory narratives, but
they were also present in women’s narratives of their pre-migratory lives, acting as threads
which connected the two sides of migrants’ stories. Being a mother brought some benefits in
relation to legal status as the mothers in the study who had acquired status had all been granted

limited leave to remain based on their right to a private family life under the Human Rights Act

205



1998. Jin framed her decision to have a child in the UK as a strategy to improve her “guanxi” (3%

Z, a term which means ‘connection’ or ‘relationship’) with the UK Home Office. However,

seven years after the birth of her daughter, Jin was still undocumented, which suggested that
being a mother offered no easy exit from liminal legal status. Narratives such as Jin’s suggest
that giving birth to children in political systems with unequal legal statuses was a complex matter
and one in which women, more than men, were disadvantaged.

In contrast, the two fathers in the study (Wang and Fei Hong), both of whom held an urban
hukou in China (and, therefore, a more privileged legal position), had the option of applying for
British citizenship after the expiry of their five-year work visas. This was due to the ‘legal’ route
they had taken into the UK and the immigration policies at the time of their migration. China’s
citizenship framework prohibits individuals from holding dual citizenship (Liu, 2015), in
contrast with the UK citizenship framework which invites ambiguity. For this reason, after
acquiring permanent residence, Wang and Fei Hong were forced to decide whether to revoke
their Chinese citizenship to become British citizens. Whilst Wang took this option in the hope
that, as a citizen, he would find it easier to bring his wife and child to the UK, Fei Hong decided
against British citizenship because of his discomfort about revoking his Chinese status. Fei
Hong’s narrative suggested that his identity was closely tied to his Chinese citizenship and,
therefore, the acquisition of a regular status in the UK could lead to a shift in his self-
representation. The potential change in identity associated with the change in legal status
involved complex negotiations for Wang and Fei Hong. Interestingly, I noted that the option to
become a British citizen was only available to men in the study who, having entered the UK via

a ‘legal’ route, were better placed to regularise their status.
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7.4 Liminal social and economic places

The places in which migrants lived, worked, and socialised shaped their experiences of an
undocumented status. Important narrative environments that formed the backdrop of much of the
action in participants’ narratives were Manchester’s Chinatown, Chinese restaurants and
takeaways and the Chinese church. As environments with characteristics of both migrants’
sending and their receiving countries, all three represented liminal places. My analysis of
participants’ narrative constructions of these social and economic environments revealed the
social, emotional and material resources and limitations that these places represented in Chinese
migrants’ lives. In the discussion that follows, I return to Turner’s (1969) binary descriptors of
liminality (namely, “silence / speech”, “acceptance of pain and suffering / avoidance of pain and
suffering” and “heteronomy / autonomy”) to advance an argument that: the social norms and
practices of participants’ narrative environments created conditions in which Chinese migrants

were forced to remain silent about injustice and to accept suffering.

7.4.1 Silence in Chinatown

Chinatown in the popular imagination evokes images of the model ethnic minority,
succeeding in education and in employment, entrepreneurial, self-sufficient, with a strong sense
of community and culture. By contrast, Chinatowns also evoke images of illegality and
criminality; places that are difficult to police because of the solidarity of co-ethnic networks (see
Silverstone, 2011; Silverstone and Whittle, 2016). Unlike their US and South Asian counterparts,
UK Chinatowns are largely business areas rather than residential places and they reflect
economic struggles and portray cultural images of ‘Chineseness’ that are fixed and apolitical
(Barabantseva, 2016). The ethnically Chinese individuals who work, run businesses, and
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socialise in Chinatowns come from different countries, are members of different language
groups, have different socio-economic backgrounds and different economic outcomes in the UK
(Mok & Platt, 2020).

In the narratives created in this study, Chinese migrants constructed Manchester’s

Chinatown (S84 A ) as a place with varying functions and meanings at different points

on the migration journey. Chinatown was a meeting point for newly arrived undocumented
migrants where hometown connections brought both practical help and emotional comfort in the
early and chaotic days after arrival. For settled migrants who had acquired permanent residence,
Chinatown offered a place for eating familiar dishes and socialising with Chinese friends.
However, Chinatowns also represented fear and mistrust, where regional divisions, country of
origin, language and economic differences led to exploitation, bullying and miscommunications
(a finding that resonated with Li’s 2019 ethnography of Chinese restaurants in the UK).
Chinatowns offered employment and accommodation for many migrants, but these “Chinatown
jobs” (in Sarah’s words) were synonymous with long hours and low pay. The increasing physical
presence of immigration enforcement measures in UK Chinatowns meant that they had become
places of fear and anxiety for some participants. Several participants lamented the fact that the
threat of large fines for breaking immigration laws combined with the threat of raids meant that
many Chinese employers had become increasingly reluctant to employ migrants without legal
status. During fieldwork in Manchester’s Chinatown, I photographed a sign posted on the door of
a small Chinese grocery shop which advertised a vacancy for a shop hand. The sign, printed on
white paper and written in simplified characters, stated that only applicants with a legal

migration status would be considered for the position. This sign represented the increasing
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exclusion of undocumented migrants from employment opportunities, and therefore, from
opportunities for survival, in Manchester’s Chinatowns.

Chinatown was also associated with informal practices in participants’ narratives and
‘illegal’ activities were connected with specific Chinatown locations. For example: Chinese
migrants sold pirated DVDs on the streets of Chinatown (a form of work which Yu Yan had used
to survive when between jobs in catering and a lucrative business according to Treverton, 2009),
the services of impersonators to pass English language and citizenship tests could be purchased
from Chinatown businesses (a practice which, according to Nian Zhen, was decreasing as UK
authorities tightened regulations around testing) and, according to Wang, undocumented male
migrants were often found in the underground casinos of Manchester’s Chinatown. Participants’
descriptions of Chinatown were far removed from notions of co-ethnic solidarity and support.
Instead, the association with ‘illegal’ and exploitative work, informal practices and the increasing
exclusion of undocumented migrants from employment opportunities likely enhanced the
divisions amongst the sub-ethnic groups who worked and socialised in Chinatown (an argument
put forward by Beck in 2007 who suggested that Fujianese migrants were at the bottom of the
hierarchy in the Chinese diaspora in the Liverpool). There was evidence of bonding between
migrants and shared representations of enduring difficulties (as in Yu Yan’s repeated use of “we”
rather than “I” to tell her story), but such bonding was limited to others from the same region in
China who spoke the same dialect. Such divisions, I argue, created the conditions for Chinese
migrants to remain silent, rather than to speak out, about their needs and about the abuses they
experienced in work. In this respect, Chinatown as constructed by participants in this study was a
place of silence (rather than speech) where the acceptance of pain and suffering due to precarious

work and an irregular status was the only option available.
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7.4.2 Suffering in the Chinese restaurant and takeaway

Other important places which were constructed in depth in most participants’ narratives
were economic: Chinese restaurants and takeaways. With the exception of four participants who
had never worked in Chinese catering in the UK (Yellow Flower, Z, Meng and Zhan Fang),
migrants’ narratives centred around their experiences of working in Chinese restaurants and
takeaways. The temporal ordering of these places is discussed later in this chapter, but here I
present my analysis of how the spatial ordering of these establishments influenced Chinese
migrants’ experiences of life in the UK.

Migrants’ descriptions of the spatial ordering of Chinese restaurants support accounts in the
literature in which an employer’s designation was strongly associated with physical place (Kay,
1990; Li, 2019): the most highly skilled employees — Chinese chefs — worked in kitchens and
rarely left this “back of house” space; the “front of house” roles were largely undertaken by
women, with customer-facing roles belonging to the best paid waitresses with language skills
(both English and Cantonese were valued by employers); and the least skilled workers, almost
always women, filled drinks in the bar, washed bedding from the shared dormitories and cleaned
the restaurant toilets. The gendered dimension of these workspaces echoed the observations of
Kay’s (1990) ethnography in which ‘out front’ spaces of the Chinese restaurant were occupied
by women, whereas ‘out back’ spaces were occupied by men. Men and women were also
physically separated in the dormitory accommodation provided by employers, which meant that
women who had migrated to join a spouse often slept in a different room to their husbands. As
Nian Zhen’s story showed, this enforced separation could lead to irreparable damage in

migrant’s relationships.
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In contrast to the hierarchical and gendered spatial ordering of the Chinese restaurant,
Chinese takeaways were constructed as more informal places where employees moved between
both counter and kitchen. John and Sarah, both of whom had worked in family takeaways,
described these workplaces as comfortable and secure places where they could trust their
colleagues who were also their family members. Growing up in a Chinese family takeaway was
constructed as a normal aspect of John and Sarah’s childhoods (which resonated with Song’s
1999 construction of child labour in family-run Chinese takeaways in Britain as “helping out”,
p.73). In contrast, work in Chinese restaurants made John and Sarah feel vulnerable to
immigration enforcement. However, Yu Yan’s experience of being employed as an ‘outsider’ (a
non-family member) in a family takeaway increased her vulnerability compared with her
description of restaurant work. She was caught in the crossfire of difficult family relationships,
subject to abuse at the hands of her employer, and she had no colleagues on whom she could rely
to witness her abuse. These stories suggested that migrant workers’ relationships with their
employers and colleagues determined their experiences of work in Chinese takeaways. Spending
time in the environment of Chinese restaurants and takeaways also had both a physical and an
emotional impact on participants in the study. Participants’ descriptions of the heat of the
kitchen, the greasy residue left on the skin and hair, the fatigue experienced after long shifts and
the cramped dormitories where migrants slept created images of a physically arduous workplace.
Accounts of arguments and bullying between employees, racist treatment by customers, and the
constant threat of both immigration raids and unemployment leant an emotional intensity to the
description of these workplaces.

Workplaces in Chinese migrant’s narratives were also shaped by the languages spoken. As

already established, the UK Chinese population is made up of migrants from different countries
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of origin and different regions of China with distinctive linguistic and cultural identities. In
participants’ narratives, Cantonese-speaking Hong Kong migrants often owned Chinese
restaurants and takeaways (which reflected the history of Chinese migration to the UK), whereas
the Putonghua and Hakka-speaking mainland Chinese migrants in the study (except Fei Hong)
were employed by others. Difficulties communicating with colleagues were a routine part of
work in the narratives. This finding resonated with Li’s (2019) ethnography in which
miscommunication was found to be a key feature of the functioning of Chinese catering
establishments. The communication that occurred in these workspaces also took on a gendered
dimension in the narratives. Language skills were more important to migrant women than they
were to migrant men in the workplace. Putonghua-speaking migrant women were able to secure
a higher wage if they mastered Cantonese - to communicate with their employers, other
colleagues and with Cantonese-speaking customers - and English to take orders from English-
speaking customers. For educated mainlanders, such as Joanne, learning Cantonese and English
from the workplace was both easy and natural. However, for rural women with limited education
and limited literacy skills, acquiring additional languages was a near impossible task. Such
women had fewer opportunities for advancement in Chinese catering and were most at risk of
losing their job. Nian Zhen and Yu Yan articulated how their low social position left them
feeling useless and helpless. By contrast, the men in the study who worked as chefs placed less
emphasis on their language ability as they were not expected to be customer-facing. Instead, their
cooking skills, combined with the shortage in Chinese chefs, meant they had a more powerful
position in the workplace, which was leveraged further once they had acquired a regular
migration status. However, men’s limited language skills, combined with being confined in

workplaces where Chinese languages were exclusively spoken for long working hours, meant
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that opportunities for integration into UK society were limited for Chinese men. In addition,
working alongside Chinese workers who spoke different languages offered limited opportunities
for mutual support. There was little sense in the narratives of worker solidarity between
employees in the kitchen, despite their physical proximity.

Alongside the languages spoken in Chinese workplaces, the informal practices related to the
payment of wages and tax returns adopted by employers increased migrants’ powerlessness.
Participants explained that employers commonly: underreported employees’ wages to avoid tax:
refused to return tax on behalf of employers; and underpaid the wage committed to on the work
visa. These informal practices forced Chinese migrants to stay silent about the exploitative
working conditions to which they were subjected, despite the sense of injustice and suffering
conveyed during interviews. There is a perception that Chinese do not speak out about
exploitative working conditions because of co-ethnic solidarity and Confucian ideas of harmony
and emotional containment (see, for example, Lawthom et al., 2013). Instead, the narratives
suggested that suffering in silence was the only option for migrant workers in vulnerable social
and economic positions in Chinese restaurants and takeaways. The spatial ordering of Chinese
restaurants and takeaways combined with the language differences, informal practices and
complex relationships with employers prohibited migrants from speaking out about the hardships

they endured or acting collectively to improve working conditions.

7.4.3 Acceptance in the Chinese church

In this study, six participants (Joanne, Jin, Yellow Flower, Yu Yan, Feng Mian and Z)
attended a Chinese church on a regular basis and their experiences of church shaped the way they

made sense of their migration narratives. The role of the Christian church in Chinese migrants’
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lives is a relatively under researched area, although several studies have been conducted in recent
years, such as Li’s (2018) doctoral dissertation on the Christian conversion of Chinese migrants
in the UK and Rao’s (2017) examination of Chinese Christians in Germany. Such studies have
focused on international Chinese students and examined the methods of conversion and the
interaction of Chinese identities with Christian identities. There has been limited examination of
how undocumented Chinese migrants related to the church or the meaning of church in their
lives. In Pieke et al.’s (2004) seminal text on Fujianese migration to Europe, the role of the
Chinese church was discussed in two short paragraphs as a place for “business cooperation”,
“employee recruitment” and “migration routes” (p. 179-80). This is at odds with the wider
migration literature, in which the role of migrants’ faith practices has attracted more sustained
attention (see, for example, Dikomitis, 2012). In the discussion that follows, I argue that the
Chinese church as a social and spiritual place helped migrants to accept and make sense of the
suffering of their liminal legal status. Such acceptance of suffering, rather than avoidance, is,
according to Turner, a feature of liminality.

For the Fujianese churchgoers in the study, the Chinese church represented a place for both
practical support and for belonging. Migrants could access advice from fellow Fujianese
migrants and from the Fujianese pastor. As Joanne pointed out, being a member of the church
also gave her access to people from professional social classes who had greater residues of social
capital (such as English language proficiency) and could countersign immigration applications
and translate official documents. Feng Mian sought support from members of the church when
her family encountered difficulties, Jin received financial support from church friends to care for
her children, and Yu Yan was grateful for the free English classes she accessed through church

and for the friendship and fellowship she received.
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Whilst enjoying the sense of belonging and practical support that attending Chinese church
brought, all the Chinese churchgoers in the study had converted to Christianity. Several

participants (Joanne, Jin and Yu Yan) used similar expressions about their connection with the

church - “I live in the church” (“ﬁiﬁﬁ&? £") - which emphasised the centrality of church in

their lives. They also used the term “church sisters” (“2{&=3H% ) and “brothers and sisters”

(“5ERIBEK”) to refer to others in the church which is an uncommon way of addressing friends

in Chinese and a transference of Christian vernacular into Putonghua (a practice that Li also
observed in his 2018 study of conversion to Christianity amongst Chinese students). Jin and
Yellow Flower also expressed their admiration of Christian teachings about self-sacrifice and
voluntary service to others. Participants’ Christian faith appeared to provide a framework with
which to understand the suffering they had endured due to protracted legal processes to attain the

right to remain in the UK. Christian teachings about the value of suffering and perseverance,

embodied in the life of Jesus, have a relation with the Confucian virtue “ren” (%) which means

“to bear” or “to endure”. In Confucian thought, enduring suffering can strengthen the character
and qualities of an individual (Cheng, Lo & Chio, 2010). Both the Christian notion and the
Chinese concept were captured in Jin’s description of how she tolerated multiple arrests and
periods of detention, refused voluntary return, and endured ten years of liminal legality in the
UK. Similarly, Yellow Flower framed her application for the right to remain as a “spirit[ual]
test” and she found meaning in her socio-economic shift, from a teacher in Guangzhou, China to
a cleaner in Manchester, in the teachings of Jesus and the Christian message of humility before
God. Jin and Yellow Flower’s conceptualisation of their Christian faith as a source of meaning

through which to make sense of the hardships they had endured resonated with Turner’s
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description of the liminal phase as characterised by the ‘acceptance of pain and suffering’ rather
than the ‘avoidance of pain and suffering’. Holding a Christian faith and belonging to a Christian
fellowship helped Chinese migrants to accept the pain and suffering of liminal legality and to
find spiritual meaning in the process.

Interestingly, for Fujianese women in the study, the church appeared to represent a creative
place in which they could temporarily escape the constraints of an irregular migration status. I
observed that, in the church, Fujianese women were visibly relaxed, and they enjoyed the
fellowship of other Fujianese women. Jin explained that her church membership nurtured her
ambition to become a support worker after she acquired a regular status. This was a role that,
previously, Jin had not considered. Feng Mian’s narrative pointed to the sense of refuge she
found in the church, which appeared to offer a break from the social order of the ‘outside’ world
in which migration status, gender, ethnicity, language and employment skills intersected to
create specific vulnerabilities for undocumented Chinese women. The fact that the Fujianese
congregation at the church was largely made up of women perhaps offered participants a break
from the gendered norms of behaviour that affected other aspects of their lives as undocumented
mothers and wives. The Chinese church also offered a connection with China, and with Fujian in
particular, through language and hometown/village associations, symbolised by the Fujianese
pastor who led Sunday services for the Putonghua-speaking congregation. This connection with
Fujian perhaps explains my observation that participants were at ease in the church environment.
This finding resonated with Dikomitis’ (2012) argument in relation to Greek Cypriot refugees:
that religious practices and rituals helped migrants to create and recreate home in their
experiences of long-term displacement. My interpretation of the role of the church in Chinese

women’s narratives also has parallels with Turner’s (1969) conceptualisation of liminality as a
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creative period and a break from social order. Although Chinese migrants were constrained by
the legal and social restrictions of an irregular migration status, the Chinese church may be
understood as a creative social place in which undocumented migrants could experience ease and
belonging.

Despite the practical and emotional benefits of belonging to the church, the limits of the
support available were expressed in many of the narratives of church-going participants. Church
leaders and members were unable to resolve migrants’ irregular migration statuses. Although
prayer was valued, most recognised that accessing an immigration lawyer was the only means to
regularise status. The church also offered limited opportunities for undocumented Chinese
migrants to integrate outside of the Chinese congregation. Although the church leadership
actively promoted connections with both local non-Chinese congregations and other international
Chinese diaspora communities, church membership rarely helped undocumented participants to
integrate into UK society. Contrary to the broader literature about the role of the church in
promoting the integration of migrants, the Chinese church in participants’ narratives did not have
this role in migrants’ narratives. Instead, it was a place of belonging amongst Chinese migrants
who shared experiences of irregular statuses but did not offer a foothold into social circles that

existed outside of the linguistic and regional social groups from which participants had migrated.

7.5 Liminal time

The condition of a liminal legal status had a temporal dimension in the narratives of Chinese
migrants in which time and waiting came to define migrants’ lives. Here, I place the concept of
liminality into dialogue with other sociological concepts of time, and my own theorisation of

time as experienced by Chinese migrants in the study. I focus here on three categories of
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migrants’ subjective experiences of time: time interrupted; state of waiting; and the rhythm of

life.

7.5.1 Time interrupted

I use the term ‘time interrupted’ to describe periods when the normal, temporal flow of
everyday life and of individuals’ life courses were thrown into disarray. Griffiths (2014, p.2000)
used the term “temporal ruptures” to refer to varied expected and unexpected events in migrants’
lives which create dislocation from an existing pattern of temporal and spatial expectations, such
as: the moment of migration itself; a favourable or unfavourable immigration decision; or
unexpected events such as arrest, detention or deportation. Robertson (2019) used the term
“migrants interrupted” to describe how biographic events, such as marriage and career
progression, were disrupted by the temporal constraints of immigration controls for Asian
“middling” migrants in Australia (p.174). My construction of ‘time interrupted’ shares

% ¢¢

similarities with Griffiths’ “temporal ruptures” and Robertson’s “migrants interrupted”, but I also
draw on Chinese conceptions of the life course and on Turner’s description of the liminal phase
as characterised by ‘heteronomy’ rather than ‘autonomy’.

The everyday temporal patterns of migrants’ lives were disrupted, initially, at the moment of
migration. Participants who migrated from rural villages conveyed a sense of feeling lost and
disoriented as they become accustomed to the urban areas where they could find work and draw
on the support of fellow villagers. Those who had previously worked on farms in rural Fujian
where their time was organised by the demands of the farm, found themselves initially

unemployed which meant their days were unstructured. Those who found work in Chinese

catering entered the temporal world of the Chinese restaurant, which involved: long and unsocial
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hours, short breaks, little choice about overtime and just one day off per week. The control of
‘Chinese restaurant time’ structured migrants’ everyday lives and left them with limited temporal
autonomy, often for many years. These working patterns interrupted migrants’ social and family
lives and made it difficult for individuals to have a life outside of the kitchen. The fact that many
participants shared accommodation with colleagues meant that there was little respite from the
temporal ordering of the restaurant. The time of the Chinese restaurant also created non-healthy
routines and rhythms which were out of sync with mainstream work and leisure in the UK, and
likely created additional barriers to learning and integration. Although the difficult working
conditions experienced by undocumented Chinese migrants were well documented in the
existing literature (see, for example, Bloch & McKay, 2016; Lawthom et al., 2013; Wu & Liu,
2012), my analysis of the temporal demands of Chinese restaurants and takeaways on migrants’
lives is a new lens through which to understand their experiences. The Chinese restaurant had a
heteronomous presence in the narratives and migrants’ experiences of adaptation to these spatial-
temporal realities were portrayed as disorientating and emotionally difficult.

The change in everyday temporal patterns also disrupted the life course of Chinese migrants.
Almost all the mothers who took part in the study had been separated from their children for long
periods of time. For example, Jin, Yu Yan and Feng Mian left their children behind in China and
were unable to return due to the cost of travel, the necessity of repaying debts paid to migration
brokers, the inability to re-enter the UK without a visa and the continuous residence
requirements of the UK immigration system. However, there were two mothers in the study who
migrated to the UK with their children: Yellow Flower and Nian Zhen. Yellow Flower migrated
to the UK with her son after spending the majority of his childhood separated from him in China.

During his childhood in China, Yellow Flower’s son was cared for by his maternal grandparents
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in Yellow Flower’s rural village whilst she worked in Guangzhou. Therefore, her family
migration to the UK was a reverse disruption of the pattern of mothering that Yellow Flower had
established in China where she was the absent breadwinner after her divorce from her Chinese
husband. Nian Zhen, the other mother in the study who migrated with her child, was forced to
leave her son in the care of another Chinese family because of the temporal demands of the
Chinese restaurant. Given the traditional gender roles still prevalent in rural communities in
Chinese societies (e.g., Chen, 2019), the rural mothers in the study had broken with expectations
by relying on their ageing parents and in-laws in China to raise their children. The distance
between their role expectations as mothers and the reality of separation over many years led to
inner conflict (an experience shared by internal migrant mothers in China, To, So, & Kwok,
2018). Jin explained; “We’ve been abroad for so long. We are not that close to our children
anymore. Our children did not grow up by our sides. There’s no common language between us. I
feel ashamed. It has been so many years.” The passage of time, combined with the physical
distance from her children, led to a rupture in Jin’s role as a mother which brought feelings of
guilt and shame. Although she originally hoped to bring her daughters to the UK, Jin recognised
that their increasing ages would make that difficult. Whilst Jin’s role as a mother and daughter
was disrupted by her long physical absence from her family in China, the passage of time had
erased the possibility of a full family reunion and the migration plan that she originally
envisaged. The two fathers in the study, Wang and Fei Hong, also experienced long periods of
separation from their children, but their physical absence as father figures featured less in their
narratives compared with the poignancy of migrant mothers’ accounts of separation from their

children. Perhaps traditional Confucian notions of patriarchy, in which fathers were configured

as ‘the master of the family’ (—3KZ3) whereas mothers were responsible for providing both
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physical and emotional care (Shek, 2001; 2007 cited in Bond, 2010, p.525), were easier to fulfil
for migrant fathers compared with migrant mothers. Alternatively, the fact that both Fei Hong
and Wang were reunited with their children at the time of fieldwork may account for the fact that
the separation featured less in their interviews.

Being subjected to an undocumented status also disrupted the temporal flow of childhood
for younger migrants in the study. Sarah and John’s childhoods were temporally in sync with
their British peers throughout their early years in the UK as they progressed through the British
education system. However, they both experienced an interruption in their everyday rhythms
when they turned 18 and, unable to progress to higher education with their peers, were forced to
work in Chinese catering. Like the adult migrants in the study, Sarah and John experienced a
shift to a different temporal order determined by the working demands of the Chinese restaurant.
Both young people lost touch with school friends, with whom they no longer had time to
socialise, and they struggled to explain why they had dropped out of the normative temporal
rhythms of their peers. The new temporal ordering of Sarah and John’s lives left little time for
their childhood aspirations, hopes and interests. Therefore, the shift to an irregular status,
intersected with the temporal demands of Chinese restaurants and takeaways to create disrupted

subjective experiences of time for those who grew up into an undocumented status.

7.5.2 State of waiting (FFFHIVIRD)

Following the initial interruption that the shift to an undocumented status created in

migrants’ lives, most participants then entered a period of stalled time where waiting came to

dominate their lives. I call this period the ‘state of waiting” (Z={FHIIAZ), a translation of Feng
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Mian’s words. My use of the concept, ‘state of waiting’, shares similarities with Griffiths’
conceptualisation of “suspended time” as a never-ending period, out of the control of the waiter,
when time is paused. However, I also draw on Chinese lay beliefs in change which, I argue, help
to fully draw out the experience of the ‘state of waiting’ for Chinese migrants in the study.

Waiting is a theoretically rich area of sociological examination and studies have associated
migrant experiences of waiting for immigration processes with liminality and suffering. Waiting
has also been described as a mechanism of state control, designed to deter migrant settlement
(see, for example, Fee, 2022). I found these characteristics of waiting in the narratives, including:
Sarah and John’s accounts of being suspended in the present, “sixteen forever” and unable to
move forward with their lives due to their irregular immigration status; Wang and Nian Zhen’s
accounts of waiting out the five years of their work visas to acquire a regular status; Feng Mian’s
description of feeling anxious and uneasy whilst waiting for over a decade for the outcome of her
application for asylum; and Yellow Flower’s vivid description of how waiting for her
immigration outcome suffocated every moment of her present and made her feel unable to
breathe. As time passed, migrants felt increasingly powerless against the slow bureaucracy of the
immigration system and, for most, the only option available was to wait.

Chinese migrant’s accounts of the impact of waiting resonated with scholarship which has
highlighted the detrimental effect of waiting for immigration decisions on the wellbeing of
young people (Allsopp, Chase & Mitchell, 2015; Kohli & Kaukko, 2018) and the effect of
protracted temporary statuses (Gonzales, 2011; Menj1 var, 2006). However, I found that the state
of waiting in the narratives also had a positive quality which was absent from the literature:
participants conveyed pain and suffering alongside a sense of hopefulness. Despite the

difficulties of their past and present and the uncertainties of their futures, many migrants held
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onto a belief in the possibility of change. A series of psychological studies, designed to examine
the differences in lay beliefs in change between Eastern and Western cultures, have found that
Chinese people tend to anticipate more change from an initial state than their Western

counterparts (Ji, Nisbett & Su, 2001). Whereas Western philosophies have focused on linear

progression and universal truths, Eastern philosophical texts (such as the I Ching [Z%5], or the

Book of Changes) have emphasised cyclical ways of thinking which has encouraged individuals
to consider events from a long-term perspective rather than focussing on immediate gains or
losses (Ji, Nisbett & Su, 2001). Ji and colleagues (2001) suggested that this belief in change may
allow Chinese (and other East Asians) to face hardships with hope and to remain openminded
about the future. Given the potential impact of Chinese ancient thought on contemporary ways of
thinking and coping, I add this Chinese lay belief in change to the concept of “state of waiting”
to convey undocumented Chinese migrants’ subjective experiences of waiting. I found such
beliefs in change in Jin and John’s narratives, for example (see chapters four and six,
respectively), when their stories ended with a thread of hope which looked to the future and the

possibility of change.

7.5.3 The rhythm of life (4E;FTH =)

The final subjective experience of time I identified in migrants’ narratives was “the rhythm
of life” (Fei Hong’s words). I use “the rhythm of life” to refer to the temporal experiences of the
latter part of participants’ migration journeys when they had acquired the right to remain and
were settled in the UK (such as Joanne, Nian Zhen, Wang, Fei Hong and Yu Yan towards the

end of her narrative). These participants had either reunited with family by bringing their spouses
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and child(ren) to the UK or they had formed a new family to which they were committed. They
had often achieved stability in employment and income and had become accustomed to their new
temporal rhythm. After the initial temporal ruptures caused by the act of migration and the entry
into the times of the Chinese restaurant, participants who were settled had acquired more control
over their own work, leisure and family time. The heteronomous time of Chinese catering had
given way to more flexible working patterns for migrants who held more powerful positions in
the Chinese labour market as skilled and documented workers (such as Wang and Joanne) or as
self-employed restaurateurs (such as Fei Hong). Fei Hong, for example, had benefitted from the
increased number of international Chinese students at the university that was local to his
restaurant. The temporal rhythm of the university provided Fei Hong with a predictable temporal
pattern for his business which brought economic stability and temporal autonomy to his life.

This change of temporal rhythms led to changes in migrants’ temporal expectations. After
they had revised their original plan to sojourn in the UK and then return to China, most
participants’ priorities shifted: they were no longer focused on earning money to send
remittances back to China and, instead, they prioritised regular immigration status and the
education of their children. As Wang explained in his full interview: first he needed a job, then
he needed a healthy body which allowed him to work to repay his debts and acquire status. At
the time of his interview, he needed support with aspects of his everyday life as a settled migrant,
such as translation of letters and communication with his child’s teachers. As migrants moved
through their status journey and achieved a sense of stability (not possible for all participants),
their needs, expectations and priorities changed.

The security and autonomy found in the rhythm of life for settled migrants meant that

participants no longer planned to return to China. Instead, they viewed the UK as their
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permanent home. The gains migrants had achieved (such as acquiring the right to remain,
reuniting with family, buying a home, and achieving financial security) were hard won and
required sacrifices which, once made, contributed to migrants’ willingness to commit to long
term futures in the UK. As the years passed, participants fell out of sync with the rhythm of life
in contemporary China which continued to increase with pace and intensity. Fei Hong’s
description of contemporary China, although filled with awe, focused on the speed of
development, powerfully symbolised by the development of high-speed rail which, Fei Hong
declared, had surpassed the rest of the world. Having left the rhythm of life in China, Fei Hong
could not see a way for his family to return: his son would struggle to keep up in education (a
concern shared by Yellow Flower and Wang) and he would find it difficult to conduct business
(a sentiment echoed by Nian Zhen and Wang). Having been absent from China for so many
years, participants knew that they would find it difficult to fit into the temporal pattern of

contemporary Chinese society.

7.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have advanced the argument that undocumented Chinese migrants’
experiences of life in the UK can be understood in relation to the concept of liminality. I have
focused on three domains of liminality: liminal law and status, liminal social and economic
places, and liminal time. First, in my discussion of liminal law and status, I have argued that
participants’ experiences of irregular and temporary legal statuses can be understood as a form of
liminal legality. However, I found that, for migrants who were subjected to rural hukous in
China, they had already experienced a form of liminal legality before their migration to the UK.

Additionally, I have argued that gender intersected with experiences of liminal legality to create
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specific vulnerabilities for Chinese women. Next, [ examined the liminal social and economic
places in which participants spent their time. I argued that the characteristics of participants’
narrative environments were aligned with Turner’s (1969) descriptors of liminality: migrants
were silent in Chinatown, they suffered in the Chinese restaurant and takeaway, and they found
acceptance and meaning in the Chinese church. Finally, I showed how liminal statuses led to
disrupted temporal experiences for migrants, in which their normative rhythms and expectations
were interrupted. Open-ended temporary legal statuses left migrants trapped in a ‘state of
waiting’ which was emotionally painful. When migrants acquired a permanent legal status and
found a stable ‘rhythm of life’, they simultaneously fell out of sync with the ‘rhythm of life’ in
contemporary China. This meant that, for most participants’, migration became a one-way
journey.

In my discussion of the experiences of undocumented Chinese migrants, I have argued that
the liminality they experienced did not represent a fixed period in their lives: rather, it was open-
ended and extended over many years. Further, for some participants, liminality was a
characteristic of their lives both before migration and after the acquisition of a permanent legal
status. The emotional effect of this extended ‘in between’ condition was a strong contributor to
the expressions of unease, anxiety, helplessness, and loss found in migrants’ narratives. My
interpretation of the narratives through the lens of liminality, therefore, suggests that
undocumented Chinese migrants’ psychological wellbeing and mental health was at risk. The
‘hot and bitter tears’ of migrants’ narratives were connected with their liminal legal statuses, the
liminal places that were the backdrop of their stories, and their liminal experiences of time. In the
final chapter, alongside a presentation of my reflections on the study, I discuss the implications

for social work practice of Chinese migrants’ experiences of open-ended liminality.
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Chapter 8 Reflections and conclusions

8.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, I advanced an argument that undocumented Chinese migrants’
experiences can be understood through the lens of liminality which, for some participants, was a
feature of their lives before the shift to an undocumented status and after the acquisition of a
permanent legal status. Different levels of citizenship in China and the consequent effect on
access to social goods meant that liminality was a quality of some participants’ pre-migratory
experiences and a precursor to their liminal lives in the UK. The limits of social integration for
participants who had acquired a permanent legal status meant that, despite their legal and
economic integration, they remained in long-term socially marginal positions. In this chapter, to
draw my argument to a close, I discuss the implications of this open-ended experience of
liminality alongside my reflections on conducting the study. I first reflect on the strengths of the
study. In doing so, I suggest ways in which my methodological approach, narrative inquiry
underpinned by ethnographic sensitivities, adds both nuance and depth to the study of
undocumented Chinese migration. Next, I focus on the challenges involved in conducting the
study and the limitations of the research design. The most significant challenge I faced related to
the cross-language nature of the study and the difficulties involved in the representation of
migrants’ lives in text. Then, I return to the overall research aim and the three research questions
that guided this study to summarise how my interpretations of the narratives generated
knowledge in relation to each question. I then return to an objective I outlined in the introductory
chapter of this thesis; to construct knowledge that may be useful to social work practice. To

achieve this objective, I develop three implications for social work practice that are extensions of
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my interpretation of Chinese migrants’ narratives. Finally, I suggest ways in which the research

idea may be extended through further study.

8.2 Reflections on conducting the study

Empirical research about undocumented migration involves both practical and ethical
difficulties and compromises (Diivell et al., 2010; Jauhiainen & Tedeschi, 2021). Such
challenges relate to the sensitive nature of the topic and the approach required to engage a
potentially vulnerable group in primary research. In the discussion that follows, I reflect on the

strengths and challenges involved in conducting this study.

8.2.1 The strengths of the study

The use of narrative inquiry, underpinned by ethnographic sensitivities and sensibilities, was
an effective research design for the purpose of this study. My commitment to spending time at
two research sites, an important element of both narrative inquiry and ethnography, helped me to
develop trust with potential participants. The development of such trust in my relationships with
participants was fundamental to the quality and depth of the narratives created during the study.
Additionally, the decision to undertake participant observations in both the Chinese church and
the Chinese community centre contributed to my analysis of the meaning and value of these
places in migrants’ narratives. This attention to ethnographic context in my interpretation of
participants’ narratives was an important element of the acquisition of knowledge in this study.
Furthermore, my training in Chinese languages and the support of a multilingual Research

Assistant meant that participants could choose to take part in the study in either English or
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Putonghua. This choice of languages enabled me to engage with the narratives of migrants who
were socially marginalised and had only a limited grasp of English. Additionally, during
interviews conducted in Putonghua, I was able to respond in vivo to participants’ narratives and
to inquire into their stories at certain plot points. My decision to analyse the interview transcripts
with both Chinese and English versions side-by-side enabled me to select carefully the English
translations I used to represent Chinese words and phrases that would retain the metaphoric
richness of migrants’ stories.

Another strength of the study design was the inclusion of a fellowship at Fudan University,
Shanghai. I noted in the introductory chapter to this thesis that I was positioned as an ‘outsider’
to the research participants and to the experience of being subjected to an undocumented status.
Additionally, my engagement with a linguistic group to which I was external was a tension
throughout the study. The four-month fellowship at Fudan University was designed to examine
and address this core tension. Through field visits to state and NGO social work organisations in
Shanghai and discussions with social work practitioners, academics and students, I developed an
understanding of the development of social work across mainland China. This background
research helped to frame participants’ limited experiences of social work and their perceptions of
professional support. During the fellowship I also had the opportunity to travel to Fujian
province, from which six of the participants had migrated. In Fujian, I saw first-hand the
impressive cultural buildings that were funded by the remittances of overseas Fujianese migrants
in the region. This experience developed my narrative imagination as my understanding of
Fujianese conceptions of emigration as a path to wealth, success and security was deepened.
Finally, I had the opportunity to present my preliminary analysis of the data set to social work

academics, practitioners, and students at a workshop I coordinated. As detailed in chapter three,

229



Chinese colleagues encouraged me to reflect on: the relationships between participants’
migration narratives and their life stories; the intersection of an undocumented status with other
biographical and structural factors, such as gender, regional identity, position in the family and
hukou status; and the role of migrants’ networks in sustaining an undocumented life. This
process of testing my interpretations and reflecting on the feedback of a Chinese social work
audience enhanced the validity of my interpretations and brought to the surface my unquestioned
assumptions.

To further enhance the validity of my interpretations, I also attended to the issue of narrative
incoherence and fragmentation in this study. A disadvantage of narrative inquiry as a research
approach is that the impulse to search for and present narrative coherence can be problematic.
Riessman (2008) argued that difficult life events “disrupt meaningful connections” (p.190).
Thus, narratives that reflect on such events may be fragmentary in nature. Riessman (2008)
warned that it is perhaps the “needful ears” of the listener, the researcher and the reader, who
seek coherence that may not exist in narratives of experience (p.190). Aware of these issues, |
sought to present the fragmentary nature of Chinese migrants’ narratives. Examples of my
attention to narrative fragmentation are contained in my discussion of: the disorientation
connected with participants’ shift to an undocumented status in chapter four; the anxiety and
isolation expressed in the narratives of Chinese women presented in chapter five; and the
unresolved narrative complications of the stories in chapter six. Wary of the risk of presenting
migrants’ stories as though they emerged independently of context, I also included the questions
and utterances of myself, as the lead interviewer, and the Research Assistant, in the presentation

of the narratives in chapters four to six. Through my attention to context and fragmentation, I
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have guarded against the impulse to present a coherent account of the experiences of

undocumented Chinese migrants that was not faithful to the narratives as told.

8.2.2 Methodological innovation

In the review of literature presented in chapter two, I noted that previous studies
predominantly used ethnographic research designs to examine undocumented Chinese migration.
In chapter three, I discussed the strengths of ethnography and the relevance to studies of
undocumented migration given the ethnographer’s commitment to time in the field and to
understanding the social world from participants’ perspectives. However, the established
ethnographers in the field (Liu-Farrer, 2008; L1, 2012; Pieke et al., 2004) rarely paid close
attention to how language was used by Chinese migrants to construct their experiences of an
undocumented status. Thus, this thesis makes a methodological contribution to the existing
literature through the deployment of narrative inquiry, underpinned by ethnographic sensitivities
and sensibilities. This approach contributes to the existing knowledge by capturing: the real and
ghostly audiences against whom migrants’ narratives were constructed; the narrative
environments in which stories were set; the structural components of narratives; the presentation
of self and other characters; and the use of idiomatic and figurative language to describe the
emotional lives of participants. In the close analysis of participant’s use of language, I hope to
have captured the detail of the lives of Chinese participants and conveyed, in a recognisable and

meaningful way, the experience of an undocumented status.
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8.3 Challenges involved in conducting the study

Any attempt to represent human life in text encounters difficulties. Inevitably, a gap exists
between the narratives as told by Chinese migrants and my retelling of the story. In this study,
rather than searching for the ‘true’ experience of undocumented status, I sought to achieve
“fidelity to the told story”, which involved both honouring the story and “preserving the value
and dignity of the teller” (Kim, 2015, p.111). My attempts to honour migrants’ stories were
complicated by the use of cross-language methods. In the discussion that follows, I discuss the
key differences between English and Chinese which created both ethical and epistemological
challenges in the design of this multiple language research study. Then, I provide an example of
the challenges I encountered when interpreting and presenting the Chinese terms and phrases

used by participants into English.

8.3.1 Differences between Chinese and English

Translating Chinese languages into English raised challenges that related to the specificities
of both languages. For example, Chinese characters map against morphemes, unlike English in
which the alphabet relates to phonemes in the spoken language (Li & Shu, 2010). This means
that the characters used by participants to tell their stories often contained multiple meanings that
were difficult to express in English. Another specificity of Chinese languages is the use of
idioms which relate to history, culture, and traditions. The meaning of many Chinese idioms
bears no relationship with the literal meanings of the Chinese characters, and instead may relate
to a historical event, a cultural myth, or a work of literature (Li & Shu, 2010). In the presentation
of the narratives, I attempted to convey the multiple meanings and connotations of Chinese
characters and idioms but, inevitably, the poetry, history and beauty of figurative expressions
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were difficult to convey in full in English. In the following example, I show how my
interpretation of a key phrase in this thesis — ‘hot and bitter tears’ — typified the challenges I
encountered in the translation of Chinese to English. The example is drawn from an interview

with Wang, whose narrative is presented in chapter four.

8.3.2 The challenge of translation: ‘hot and bitter tears’
Wang’s use of the phrase: “3FB&;H", ‘hot and bitter tears’, caught my attention during his

interview. When the transcripts were returned to me from the professional translation company,
the English translation offered underneath the Chinese transcription of Wang’s utterance was
“sad memories”. | suspected that the Chinese phrase was stronger than this simple translation

and I therefore looked up the possible meanings and translations of each character. My suspicion

was well founded: the phrase can be translated in several different ways. SE%H can mean:

‘bitter hardship’, ‘bitter memories’, ‘pain and suffering’, ‘scalding tears’ or ‘hot and bitter tears’.

The first character, 3%, can mean ‘hot’ or pungent and adds a sensorial element of either taste or

touch. The evocation of taste is also evident in the second character -B& — ‘bitter’. The character

is also commonly used to express suffering and endurance. Finally, jB, relates to physical tears,

but also the verb ‘to weep’. The choice of English words used to represent the phrase affects the
meaning expressed. Whilst some of the translations listed above evoke memory, others bring to

the fore the physicality of the phrase, and the distasteful sensory experience. ‘Scalding tears’ and
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‘hot and bitter tears’, in particular, create the image of a lasting impression on the body and the
psyche.

As the phrase became an increasingly important concept to connect migrants’ narratives
with my theoretical interpretations, I researched the etymology of the phrase and found that it

A

originated from a classical Chinese novel, Dream of the Red Chamber (£11£%F), written by Cao

Xueqin (BEFF) (c. 1715-1764). The work is viewed as one of the most influential Chinese

novels written (Zhu, Lei & Craig, 2021), due to the philosophical and historical importance of
the story and the psychological depth of the characters constructed by the author. It is a
linguistically complex text, known for the author’s use of “word play”, “verbal riddle”, “puns”

and “enigmas”, with each page containing language that could have multiple meanings

(Anthony, 2018, pp.3-4). The complexity and depth of the text has warranted a field of studies

dedicated to the novel - Redology (41%) - its own specialism within the study of Chinese

literature (Hu, Wang & Wu, 2014, p.1). Given the literary background to Wang’s use of the

idiom, 3EE&H (hot and bitter tears), it is difficult to convey the full depth of historical, poetic,

philosophical and literary meaning of the phrase. Nor can I ascertain the extent to which Wang
was aware of the literary connotations of his words, or the influence of his education and cultural
background on his construction of his experiences of work in the kitchens of Chinese restaurants
in the UK. Aside from this one example, the narratives presented in this thesis likely contain
many more uses of language with multiple shades of meaning and deep historical and literary
roots. My ability to identify and represent the full complexity of the Chinese terms used by
migrants to construct their narratives was limited by my partial knowledge of Chinese languages,

and the limits involved in translating terms from Chinese to English when there is no satisfactory
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counterpart. For this reason, my ability to represent the narratives in all their complexity, is likely

to be incomplete in the final text.

8.3.3 Limitations imposed by the research design

The research design deployed in this study was limited in several ways. First, given the
small scale, exploratory nature of the study, I cannot claim that the findings represented the
experiences of all undocumented Chinese migrants in the UK. The diversity of the UK Chinese
population and the heterogeneous experiences of Chinese migrants posed challenges for any
claim to generalisability. The individuals who took part in this study had varied regional and
linguistic backgrounds and socioeconomic statuses which shaped their experiences. Participants’
gender, too, affected their experiences of an irregular migration status. However, the diverse
backgrounds of the participants led to the construction of a rich set of narratives that were
appropriate for my methodological approach. By connecting my interpretation of the narratives
with the concept of liminality, I sought to generate knowledge that may be theoretically
generalizable (Hammersley, 1992) to a wider population of Chinese migrants in the UK, and to
Chinese migrants in other national contexts. My construction of participants’ experiences in
terms of liminal law and status, liminal places and liminal time may be productively explored in
other contexts and with other migrant groups.

Another methodological limitation was the potential bias introduced by the use of a
snowball approach to participant recruitment. Undocumented migrants are likely to be reluctant
to reveal their status to researchers given the risk that they, or their families and networks, will
become known to immigration authorities. The use of snowball recruitment was, therefore, a

practical and effective recruitment strategy. However, this approach meant that recruitment was
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based, first, on the strength of my professional relationships, and then, on the personal
relationships between participants and gatekeepers. As detailed in chapter three, I recruited a
higher proportion of female compared with male participants. This was reflective of the
relationships I developed in the field as a woman, which were mostly with other women.
Practical constraints on the time of migrant men may have affected recruitment as the husbands
of most of the female participants were in work during the time I spent in the field. In addition,
by drawing on two specific sites in Manchester to develop research relationships — a Chinese
community centre and a Chinese church - migrants who were not in contact with these
organisations were excluded from the study (a phenomenon observed by Kwan Chan, Cole &
Bowpitt, 2007). The importance of these two places to my interpretation of the narratives
perhaps reflects the influence of these sites on the research findings.

Critical decisions made in relation to the methods of data collection also influenced the
scope of the study. For example, I purposefully avoided questioning participants about the
methods they may have used to reach the UK, or about the falsification of documents, such as
passports or visas. This decision was based on two considerations; first, as I argued in chapter
two, the means and mechanisms of irregular emigration from China was a major preoccupation
of early studies in the field and I was unlikely to generate new material on the topic; and, second,
I wanted to avoid the acquisition of knowledge that could be used for the purpose of immigration
enforcement (a recommendation put forward by Diivell et al., 2010, in their discussion of ethical
issues in research with irregular migrants). At the beginning of interviews, several participants
asked if [ wanted to know how they had travelled to or entered the UK. When I explained that I
would not ask about this aspect of their migration journey, they were visibly relieved. My

approach, therefore, perhaps helped to develop trust. However, it is possible that by avoiding
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questions about the means of entry, an important dimension of Chinese migrants’ experience of

an undocumented status was omitted from my analysis of the narratives.

8.4 Reflections on the research aim and questions

In this section, I return to the overarching aim of this thesis: to explore the experiences of
undocumented Chinese migrants in the UK. In the discussion that follows, I summarise how my

interpretations of Chinese migrants’ narratives answered each of the three research questions.

8.4.1 How did Chinese migrants experience the shift to an undocumented status?

The narratives of Chinese migrants created during this study suggested that the shift to an
undocumented or a semi-legal status was a profound and extended event in migrants’ life course.
For those who had migrated irregularly as an explicit strategy, they experienced disillusion
because of the difficulties they encountered finding stable employment and avoiding immigration
enforcement. The migration narrative they had believed before they embarked on their journey —

that the UK offered the chance to make money (H%%) quickly — was soon shattered by the reality

of their poor economic prospects and job insecurity. This sense of disillusionment resonated with
Wang’s (2021) account of the suffering of Chinese migrants in Paris. Young migrants who had
spent most of their childhoods in the UK experienced the shift to an undocumented status as both
a sudden and a protracted process. The realisation that they had grown up into an undocumented
status was initially experienced as a shock, but their understanding of the full implications for
their lives developed slowly over the course of their late childhood and early adolescence. These

formative years became scarred by an unexpected uprooting. They were plucked from their
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expected life course and planted on another trajectory which took them away from their peers,
their hopes for education, and into the precarious world of work in Chinese restaurants and
takeaways. The experiences of the three young migrants in the study echoed many of the key
messages about the transition to illegality experienced by other national groups (see, for
example, Gonzales, 2011 & 2015 in the US; Hughes, 2022, in the UK). The narratives of
migrants subjected to a semi-legal status, such as a temporary work visa, were dominated by the
abuse and exploitation they had experienced in the workplace, exacerbated by their insecure
legal status which tied them to their employer (an argument advanced by Wu, Guo & Sheehan,
2010).

In all but one of the narratives, the shift to an undocumented status represented a dramatic
turning point in which participants had little agency. Other powerful actors, such as migration
brokers, employers, lawyers, and immigration officers, appeared to have more control over the
legal status of the participants. Narrators’ identities were also altered by the change of legal
status. Younger participants mourned the loss of the comparatively carefree life they had led
before their legal status came to dominate every aspect of their lives. Working-age participants
reflected on their naivety prior to making the journey to the UK. The emotional dimensions of
this change were at the forefront of the narratives: migrants felt injustice that both their labour
and economic contributions to society went unrecognised. Migrants’ powerlessness to affect their
legal status led to feelings of depression and emotional turmoil. This affective dimension of the
shift between immigration statuses on the inner lives and self-representations of migrants has
rarely been examined in the existing literature about undocumented Chinese migration.

Interestingly, the narratives about moving between legal statuses were rarely told as

individual stories: instead, they were told through plural pronouns, with reference to close family
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members, both in China and in the UK. This collective mode of storytelling conveyed the
message that family were deeply implicated in the migration journey and experience. Family
members motivated or led the initial migration, they were sources of economic and emotional
responsibilities, they helped migrants to endure the hardships of irregularity and they were
prominent in migrants’ plans and dreams. In this respect, the shift to an irregular status was not a
move made alone, but a collective event in the interconnected lives of migrants. This finding
resonated with the claims made in more recent scholarship about the intersection between

migration and family lives (such as Chen, 2019; Lawthom et al., 2013; and Wang, 2021).

8.4.2 How did Chinese migrants experience everyday life with an undocumented

status?

In my interpretation of the narratives in the light of migrants’ everyday lives with an
undocumented status, I focused on the specific experiences of Chinese women. Although many
of the characteristics of an undocumented life were shared by both women and men, I noted
particular vulnerabilities for the women migrants who participated in the study. The first
vulnerability related to women’s roles as mothers. The stories presented in chapter five show
how pregnancy and motherhood brought women into contact with immigration authorities and
represented crisis in their narratives. Most of the women in the study had left children behind in
China. Over time, the emotional distance between migrant parents and their left-behind children
grew, as did mothers’ feelings of guilt and shame about their inability to fulfil the expectations of
their role as mothers (such guilt was not found in the narratives of fathers in the study). Once
pregnant, migrant women could not return to China to reunite with the children they had left

behind because of the cost and administrative difficulties involved in registering their UK born
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children in China’s hukou system. However, remaining in the UK meant that their children
would grow up into an undocumented status. With no maternity pay, women were forced to
leave their employment which meant that the prospect of paying off their migration debts
became lower. In this situation, undocumented Chinese women became entrapped between
political systems of population control in both the UK and China. The only way to resolve these
issues was through the acquisition of a regular status.

The narratives of the three women participants presented in chapter five also provided
insight into Chinese women’s experiences of work in Chinese restaurants and takeaways. For
women who participated in this study, acquiring and maintaining work were high-risk activities.
Finding work was most difficult for rural women with limited education and no kitchen or
language skills. Once in work, the long hours and heavy demands, the risk of immigration raids,
alongside the experience of inter-worker conflict made workplaces both physically and
emotionally demanding places. Volatile and hierarchical relationships with colleagues from
different national, regional and linguistic backgrounds were made more intense by the lack of
escape as most migrants were provided with accommodation as a condition of their employment.
The demands of the Chinese restaurant left limited opportunities for migrants to learn English or
to develop networks outside of the restaurant or takeaway. These demands also fundamentally
changed migrant women’s close relationships due to the physical and emotional distance they
placed between family members. Although the exploitation of Chinese migrant workers was a
major preoccupation of the published literature, the narratives in this study portray the human
dimensions of precarious work in Chinese catering and the role of gender in such workplaces.
The effect of precarious work on irregular Chinese women’s’ mental health, relationships, and

their self-representations have rarely been portrayed.
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In contrast with the fear and insecurity associated with the workplace, I interpreted the
Chinese church as a place of refuge and belonging in women’s narratives. Chinese women'’s faith
in God and belief in Christian teachings, for some, helped to frame their migration and status
journeys as spiritual journeys and gave a higher order meaning and purpose to the struggles they
had endured. However, there were limits to the support available through migrants’ social
networks and church membership. When they faced major life transitions, such as the birth of
children, a change in legal status, a family illness or bereavement, or parenting a child with
additional needs, women’s networks offered little support or experience. This finding resonated
with Bloch and McKay (2016) and Bloch et al.’s (2014) studies, which both suggested that
undocumented migrants’ social networks provided access to limited resources. In contrast with
the image created by Pieke et al.’s (2004) study of Fujianese migrants in Europe as transnational,
highly mobile and with access to well-resourced networks, I found instead that in the most
vulnerable moments in their narratives, Chinese women were forced to face their difficulties

alone.

8.4.3 How did Chinese migrants experience the status journey over time?

Although the study was cross-sectional in design, migrants’ narratives covered a wide
temporal landscape and captured their experiences of the status journey over time. The narratives
presented in chapter six show how the application for the right to remain in the UK involved
long periods of waiting which came to dominate migrants’ lives. Dealing with immigration
systems and officers was also a source of anxiety for migrants. In Yellow Flower’s account, her
interactions with the Home Office were presented as emotionally painful encounters. She felt

both powerless and misrecognised by the official discourse of the Home Office, in which her
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complex and multifaceted migration story was constructed in simple terms. Similarly, John, like
other participants who had grown up into an undocumented status, was constructed as a
‘temporary’ migrant. The life John had developed, the attachments he had formed, and the
contributions he had made were negated by the official misrepresentation of him as temporarily
resident in the UK. In response to such official constructions of their lives, participants presented
themselves as hard-working, ‘good’ migrants to illustrate that they were deserving of the right to
live in the UK. The emotional cost of this mental wrangling with immigration authorities was
clear as participants connected these encounters with visceral descriptions of the effect on their
physical and mental health. In this state of protracted legal uncertainty, exacerbated by painful
interactions with immigration systems, waiting was the only option available to most
participants. Yet, the narratives conveyed the harms inflicted on individuals when they waited
for a regular permanent status.

The stories presented in chapter six also show how the acquisition of a legal status brought
stability and security, but Chinese migrants were left with an ambiguous sense of belonging. In
Fei Hong’s narrative, for example, the traditional story structure as outlined by Labov and
Waletzky (1967) had been achieved — the narrator moved from exposition to complication to
resolution. However, the resolution contained disquieting elements. A permanent legal status had
brought psychological wellbeing, but Fei Hong’s social integration into UK society was limited.
The economic integration available to Fei Hong — work in the Chinese catering industry — meant
he had few opportunities to learn English or to socialise outside of his small Chinese circle. Fei
Hong’s narrative also alluded to his perception that racism and resistance further limited his
social integration. However, having spent many years in the UK, and made significant personal

and family sacrifices to acquire permanent residence, a return to China was unthinkable. The
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pace of development in the economy, education and in the built environment in contemporary
China were also referenced as barriers to return migration. Participants felt that they had fallen
out of sync and no longer fit with the temporal rhythms of Chinese society. The key assumptions
of classical assimilation theory — that newcomers assimilate to the mainstream society over time
— were challenged by Fei Hong’s story in which the length of time in the UK, and even the
acquisition of permanent residence, did not correlate with integration or assimilation. As detailed
in chapter two, much of the published literature about undocumented Chinese migrants was
preoccupied with migrants’ journeys, arrival, and work. My interpretation of Chinese migrants’
encounters with immigration systems, their experiences of protracted temporary statuses and

their longer-term integration adds a temporal dimension to the existing knowledge.

8.5 Implications for social work practice

As noted in the introductory chapter to this thesis, one of the objectives of this study was to
acquire knowledge that would develop social workers’ understanding of the circumstances of
undocumented Chinese migrants in the UK. When social workers encounter undocumented
Chinese migrants in practice, they have limited material upon which to draw to inform their
practice. For this reason, I have drawn three implications for professional practice and policy
from my analysis of the data set. These practice and policy implications are discussed below,
organised around three key themes: relationship-building; safe places and community mediators;

and the division of social work from immigration enforcement.
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8.5.1 Relationship-building

Social workers who encounter undocumented Chinese migrants in practice are required to
develop a relationship as the foundation for professional support. Indeed, the relationship
between a social worker and her client(s) is central to ‘good’ social work practice (Cooper et al.,
2018, p.13). Despite the centrality of the human relationship to social work practice, there are
challenges to social work relationships with people subjected to irregular migration statuses. In a
practice context of shrinking resources, the time available to social workers to develop
relationships is constrained (Ferguson, 2008). Social workers may become inclined to lean on
bureaucratic and policy-derived categories (such as ‘undocumented migrant’, ‘No Recourse to
Public Funds’, ‘asylum seeker’) and brief case details to create a quick picture of a migrant
clients’ life (an argument made by Kohli, 2006, in relation to the label ‘refugee’). In the sister
study to this PhD (Machin & Shardlow 2022, see appendix A), we argued that social workers’
narrative constructions of undocumented migrants (which included Chinese migrants) were
“flat” and “weakly drawn” (p.15,1). Professional encounters with undocumented clients occurred
in emergency circumstances and in liminal places which prohibited relationship-building. Social
workers had limited access to information about migrants’ lives or the networks that had
sustained them prior to their encounter with the service. Further, social workers alluded to a
series of powerful individuals, including clients’ spouses, migration brokers and employers, who
held power over the undocumented client but who operated away from the social workers’ gaze.
We called these powerful individuals “off-stage actors” (Machin & Shardlow, 2022, p.11).
Migrants’ fears of revealing the off-stage actors prohibited the development of trust between
social workers and migrant clients. In the light of these challenges to relationship building,

drawn from social workers’ narratives, I now draw on Chinese migrants’ narratives to describe
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two factors that may contribute to the complexity of the relationship between social workers and
undocumented Chinese clients: limited knowledge of social work; and the emotional effect of
open-ended liminality.

First, an important finding of this study was that undocumented Chinese migrants had
limited awareness of social work as a professional practice. As detailed in chapters one and
three, this early finding changed the course of the study and the research design and focus. Those
who had migrated to the UK from Fujian were unlikely to have experienced professional welfare
services as such infrastructures are underdeveloped, especially in rural Fujian. Although social
work has developed at pace in areas such as Shanghai, Beijing and Guangzhou, participants who
had migrated from these areas, or their neighbouring regions (such as Tianjin) still had limited
understanding, which perhaps reflected the development of social work in those areas at the time
of their departure from China. During their migration journeys, the participants in this study had
encountered a series of other professionals and civil society actors, which included: immigration
officers, detention centre staff, lawyers, healthcare workers, teachers, religious leaders and
community and church volunteers. An early step in the development of the social worker-
undocumented client relationship will necessitate social workers differentiating their role and
remit from that of these other professionals. This may involve reassurances, on the one hand, that
the primary goal of social work is not to enforce immigration policies. On the other hand, the
role of social workers employed in statutory settings is likely to require clear explanation and
differentiation from immigration officers.

Second, in chapter seven, I argued that undocumented Chinese migrants experienced a form
of open-ended liminality. Being subjected to irregular migration statuses over many years left

many participants in legal limbo: they were physically present, but legally deportable and with
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limited rights. This condition of legal liminality affected migrants’ sense of time: migrants
became trapped in the present, on a life path that had diverged from their expectations, and
unable to look to the future. Migrants responded to the experience of open-ended liminality with
a sense of unease and insecurity, afraid that they and their families would be unexpectedly
uprooted at any time. The threat of immigration raids and the insecurity of employment in the
informal co-ethnic economy also created a strong sense of fear. In this emotional state,
undocumented migrants are likely to be wary of unknown professionals (a finding that resonated
with Slayter and Kriz’s 2015 study of undocumented Latinos in North America). Social workers
employed by government agencies are likely to be conflated with immigration enforcement
officers. Social workers should prepare for the investment of time required to develop supportive
relationships for effective practice with undocumented Chinese migrants. Additionally, social
workers may draw on the literature and practice methods developed in relation to people in
liminal states due to life crisis, major transitions and illness (see, for example, Wilson’s 2020
work about social work with cancer survivors and Glynn & Maycock’s, 2021 study about the

experience of leaving care).

8.5.2 Safe places and community mediators

As detailed in chapter six, undocumented Chinese migrants did not experience unease or
fear everywhere. For some participants, the Chinese church emerged as a ‘safe place’ in which
they took refuge, developed friendships, received practical support, and found meaning in the
hardships they had endured. Professionals who aim to develop trust with undocumented Chinese
migrants would benefit from engaging with the places in which migrants felt safe and at ease.

Like the church and the Chinese community centre, both of which were sites of the study, safe
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places for undocumented Chinse migrants are likely to be: not affiliated with government;
sources of practical support and resources; and places in which Chinese languages are spoken.
Local authorities with high numbers of Chinese residents, Chinese religious institutions, or
Chinese community centres in their area, may fruitfully explore ways to develop connections
with such organisations. Through such connections, social work teams may raise awareness
amongst Chinese individuals of migrants’ rights and eligibility for services.

Additionally, professionals need to take account of the places within which undocumented
Chinese migrants felt unsafe. Workplaces, especially Chinese restaurants and takeaways, were
described as hierarchical places of conflict, fear and exploitation in which migrants felt unsafe.
Social workers should avoid assumptions about solidarity or support between Chinese workers
which may not take account of the heterogeneous nature and history of the UK Chinese
population, or the nature of work in the informal economy.

In addition to the use of safe places, professionals may also benefit from the development of
relationships with ‘community mediators’. I use the term ‘community mediators’ to refer to the
civil actors I met during fieldwork who had established relationships with undocumented
Chinese migrants (such as Chinese community workers, church leaders and volunteers). In
chapter three, I reflected on the importance of relationships and the strength of social ties in the
success of the recruitment strategy for this study. My professional contacts with Chinese
community leaders and the introductions to church leaders were central to the recruitment of all
but one of the participants. This fieldwork observation was aligned with the wider literature
related to older Chinese migrants with settled status in the UK. For example, in their study of
older Chinese migrants’ access to health and care services in the UK, Liu, Cook and Cattan

(2017) coined the term “Bridge People” who, according to the authors, bridged the
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communication gap between services and Chinese older migrants (p.6). ‘Bridge people’ included
family members, friends, public sector officers and Chinese organisation staff. Importantly, they
were multilingual, they charged no fee for their support, and they were trusted by older Chinese
migrants. These characteristics of Bridge People applied to the community mediators who
facilitated recruitment in this study. For social workers who seek to develop a professional
relationship with undocumented Chinese migrants, the use of community mediators to gain trust
is likely a productive course of action. To successfully connect undocumented Chinese migrants
with social services, social workers should seek out community mediators who have Chinese
language skills, established relationships of trust with undocumented migrants and who do not

charge either a monetary or a social debt for their support.

8.5.3 The separation of social work from immigration enforcement

Two prerequisites for the recommendations above are that; first, social workers are not
directly involved in immigration enforcement; and second, the information that social workers
acquire about undocumented migrants is not shared with immigration authorities for enforcement
purposes. Unfortunately, the direction of professional practice appears to be moving in the
opposite direction. Social workers in the UK, along with other professionals and civil actors, are
increasingly drawn into the surveillance of irregular migrants and asked to draw the boundaries
of citizenship in practices that Yuval-Davies, Wemyss & Cassidy (2018) termed “everyday
bordering” (p.229). Under the Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2002 (Schedule 3),
local authorities (which include social services) must inform the Home Office if a person in the
area applies for assistance, and they are known to be unlawfully residing in the UK. Further,

Jolly and Lind (2021) found that the use of pre-screening tools to identify migrants with an
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irregular status before assessment of need and the co-location of immigration officers within
social work teams had become routine practice in some local authorities in England. These and
other bordering practices created ethical challenges for social workers: an experience that, in the
sister study to this doctoral research, we identified as a form of ‘moral distress’ (drawing on
Weinberg, 2009) given the differences between social workers’ personal ethics and the
professional mandates to which they were subjected (Machin & Shardlow, 2022, p.17).

To extricate social workers from practices of everyday bordering, I follow Hermansson,
Lundberg, Gruber, Jolly, Lind, Righard & Scott’s (2020) recommendation for the introduction of
a firewall between social services and immigration authorities. Hermansson et al. (2020) defined
firewalls as both principles and practices that: “prohibit information sharing about undocumented
migrants between social rights providers and immigration control authorities and limit the ability
of the latter to conduct immigration control inside or within the vicinity of social rights
providers’ facilities” (p.2). Hermansson et al. (2020) argued that firewalls operate at the level of
‘personal attitude’, ‘informal policy, ‘formal policy’ and ‘national and international law’ (pp.9-
10). Whilst social workers in the UK who hold liberal attitudes toward undocumented migration
are likely to be acting in line with firewall principles, there are no formal policy or legal firewall
principles currently in place for undocumented migrants in the UK. This means that the social
rights that undocumented migrants are entitled to are likely difficult to access due to migrants’
fear that contact with services will be shared with immigration authorities.

To extend Hermansson et al.’s (2020) argument further, my interpretations of migrants’
narratives indicated that firewalls should also be applied to other areas of civil society, including
NGOs and religious institutions. Individuals within the Chinese church and Chinese community

centre visited during fieldwork had, informally, erected firewalls to protect their service users
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from immigration enforcement. The introduction of formal legal and policy firewalls between
immigration authorities and civil society would ensure the protection of undocumented Chinese
migrants’ rights. If the UK government were to formalise existing firewall practices, social
workers would be better positioned to develop relationships with undocumented migrants via the
‘safe places’ in civil society. These legal and policy recommendations, if enacted, would help the
most vulnerable undocumented Chinese migrants to access a safety net in the event of unmet

need, exploitation, or abuse.

8.6 Developing the research idea through further study

This thesis does not presume to be the final story about Chinese migrants’ experiences of an
undocumented status. In accordance with the tradition of narrative inquiry, this thesis invites
both alternative interpretations of the data set presented, and new stories, located within the
knowledge gaps identified, which represent paths for future research. In chapter one, I described
the ‘research paths not taken’ in the early stages of this study, which included an explicit focus
on Chinese young people who grew up into an undocumented status during the transition to
adulthood. Although I have, in this study, touched upon the impact of an undocumented status on
the life course of Chinese young people, there is scope for further research on the intersection of
Chinese ethnicity, youth and migration controls, to be developed with reference to the emerging
North American literature. The need to develop the knowledge base for social work practice with
undocumented Chinese migrants also remains. Further inquiry into both the social needs of
undocumented Chinese migrants, and the specific challenges and opportunities for professional
practice with Chinese individuals subject to migration controls is required. Such work needs to

take place within a critique of the conflicting legal and policy mandates which currently frame
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professional practice with irregular migrants. The role of Chinese faith groups and Chinese
community places could also be explored as part of a broader research programme about the
community support and resources available for undocumented Chinese migrants.

Finally, both the empirical and the conceptual findings of this study paint a picture of the
urgent mental health needs of undocumented Chinese migrants. Long term conditions of
emotional unease, liminal legal and social positions, disruptions in temporal expectations, and
the hardships of insecure employment imbued the narratives. The ‘hot and bitter tears’ of
participants stories, created by the social and emotional suffering, left emotional scars. Limited
interactions with health and social services, combined with limited knowledge of services, meant
that participants were left to manage their mental health issues alone, or within their families,
without formal support. Since the fieldwork for this study was concluded, Chinese migrants with
an irregular status are likely to have experienced additional difficulties due to the restrictions
imposed in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the evidence of increased racist attacks on
Chinese individuals. For this reason, the mental health needs and support preferences of

undocumented Chinese migrants require further examination.

8.7 Conclusion

To conclude this thesis, I first return to my central argument and then reflect on the final
representation of participants’ lives in this text. [ have argued that Chinese migrants’ experiences
of an undocumented status in the UK can be understood in relation to the concept of liminality.
Undocumented Chinese migrants were ‘betwixt and between’ in terms of their legal status, the
social and economic environments in which their narratives were set, and their subjective

experiences of time. This experience of liminality was not a fixed period in Chinese migrants’
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lives, but an open-ended experience that, for most participants, extended over many years. The
stories of ‘hot and bitter tears’ that related to the shift to an undocumented status, everyday life
with an undocumented status and the status journey over time, were deeply connected with
migrants’ experiences of open-ended liminality.

Hydén (2014) argued that narrative inquiries that engage with participants who experienced
obvious structural inequalities run the risk of representing participants’ lives as overly focused
on hardships at the expense of resilience and resistance. By focusing solely on suffering,
researchers can create injurious texts which work to stereotype their participants (a warning
deployed by bel hooks, 1999). The narratives created during this study involved poignant
moments that were heavy with sadness and loss: participants recalled grief, recounted hardships,
and spoke passionately of the injustices and misrepresentations they had experienced. However,
participants also shared stories of resistance, of finding meaning through hardship, of the joy of
reunification with long separated children and spouses, of friendships forged in difficult
circumstances, of spiritual fellowship and solace, and of hope in uncertainty. In the final text, I
hope to have conveyed both the ‘hot and bitter tears’ of undocumented Chinese migrants’ stories,

alongside their agency, resilience, and perseverance.

252



References

Abrego, L. J. (2006). "“I can’t go to college because I don’t have papers”: Incorporation patterns
of Latino undocumented youth." Latino studies, 4(3), 212-231.

Acosta, L. A., and Morris McEwen, M. (2022). "Post-Rape Experiences of Undocumented
Mexican Women in the US—Mexico Border Region: A Critical Ethnography." Hispanic
health care international, 15404153221102797.

Allsopp, J., Chase, E., and Mitchell, M. (2015). "The Tactics of Time and Status: Young People's
Experiences of Building Futures While Subject to Immigration Control in Britain."
Journal of Refugee Studies, 28(2), 163-182.

Andrews, M. (2007). Exploring Cross-Cultural Boundaries. In Clandinin, J. (Ed.), Handbook of
Narrative Inquiry Methodologies (pp.489-512).Sage.

Anthony, C. Y. (2018). Rereading the Stone: Desire and the Making of Fiction in Dream of the
Red Chamber: Princeton University Press.

Bagnoli, A. (2009). "Beyond the standard interview: The use of graphic elicitation and arts-based
methods." Qualitative research, 9(5), 547-570.

Barabantseva, E. (2016). "Seeing beyond an ‘ethnic enclave’: the time/space of Manchester
Chinatown." Identities, 23(1), 99-115.

Batzke, 1. (2018). Undocumented migrants in the United States: life narratives and self-
representations: Routledge.

Beck, S. (2007). "Meeting on the margins: Cantonese ‘old-timers’ and Fujianese ‘newcomers’."
Population, Space and Place, 13(2), 141-152.

Behar, R., and Gordon, D. A. (1995). Women writing culture: Univ of California Press.

Benson, M. (2021). "Hong Kongers and the coloniality of British citizenship from decolonisation

to ‘Global Britain’." Current Sociology, 00113921211048530.

253



Benton, G., and Gomez, E. (2008). The Chinese in Britain, 1800-Present: Economy,
Transnationalism, Identity: Springer.

Bloch, A. (2013). "The labour market experiences and strategies of young undocumented
migrants." Work Employment and Society, 27(2), 272-287.

Bloch, A., Kumarappan, L., and McKay, S. (2015). "Employer sanctions: The impact of
workplace raids and fines on undocumented migrants and ethnic enclave employers."
Critical Social Policy, 35(1), 132-151.

Bloch, A., and McKay, S. (2016). Living on the margins: Undocumented migrants in a global
city: Policy Press.

Bloch, A., Sigona, N., and Zetter, R. (2009). 'No Right to Dream': The Social and Economic
Lives of Young Undocumented Migrants in Britain: Paul Hamlyn Foundation. 'No right to

dream': the social and economic lives of young undocumented migrants in Britain —

Refugee Studies Centre (ox.ac.uk)

Bloch, A., Sigona, N., and Zetter, R. (2014). Sans papiers: the social and economic lives of
young undocumented migrants: Pluto Press.

Bond, M. H. (2010). Oxford Handbook of Chinese Psychology. Oxford University Press.

Brockmeier, J. (2009). "Reaching for meaning: Human agency and the narrative imagination."
Theory & Psychology, 19(2), 213-233.

Brouwer, J., Van der Woude, M., and Van der Leun, J. (2017). "Framing migration and the
process of crimmigration: A systematic analysis of the media representation of
unauthorized immigrants in the Netherlands." European Journal of Criminology, 14(1),
100-119.

Ceccagno, A. (2003). "New Chinese Migrants in Italy." International Migration, 41(3), 187.

254



Chau, R. C. M., and Yu, S. W. K. (2001). "Social exclusion of Chinese people in Britain."
Critical Social Policy, 21(1), 103-125.

Chavez, L. R. (1991). "Outside the imagined community - Undocumented settlers and
experiences of incorporation." American Ethnologist, 18(2), 257-278.

Chen, H. (2019). "Toward traditional or atypical parenting: Mediated communication in Chinese
transnational families." International Journal of Communication, 13, 20.

Chen, H. (2020). "Left-Behind Children as Agents: Mobile Media, Transnational
Communication and the Mediated Family Gaze", Mobile Media and Social Intimacies in
Asia. Springer, pp. 133-151.

Chen, H. (2022). "The “Connected” Caregivers: Exploring the Interplay of Left-Behind
Women’s Socio-Structural Immobilities and Communicative Mobilities in Transnational
Power Geometries." Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 27(2), 1-20.

Cheng, C., Lo, B. C., and Chio, J. H. (2010). The Tao (way) of Chinese coping. In Bond, M. H.,
(Ed.), The Oxford handbook of Chinese psychology 399-420. Library of Psychology.

Chin, K.-1. (1999). Smuggled Chinese: clandestine immigration to the United States: Temple
University Press.

Clandinin, D. J. (2006). Handbook of narrative inquiry: Mapping a methodology: Sage
Publications.

Clandinin, D. J., and Connelly, F. M. (2000). Narrative inquiry : experience and story in
qualitative research, San Francisco, Calif: Jossey-Bass.

Clandinin, D. J., and Rosiek, J. (2019). "Mapping a landscape of narrative inquiry: Borderland

spaces and tensions", Journeys in Narrative Inquiry. Routledge, pp. 228-264.

255



Connelly, F. M., and Clandinin, D. J. (1990). "Stories of experience and narrative inquiry."
Educational researcher, 19(5), 2-14.

Cooper, A., Fairtlough, A., Smith, M., Walsh, J., Turney, D., Kohli, R., Solomon, R., Dutton, J.,
Ruch, G., Howe, D., Ward, A., Parkinson, C., Simmonds, J., and McMahon, L. (2018).
Relationship-based social work: getting to the heart of practice: Jessica Kingsley.

Coutin, S. B. (2005). "Contesting criminality Illegal immigration and the spatialization of
legality." Theoretical Criminology, 9(1), 5-33.

De Fina, A. (2020). "Biography as a Political Tool: The Case of the Dreamers." Sociolinguistic
perspectives on migration control: Language policy, identity and belonging, 64-85.

De Fina, A., and King, K. A. (2011). "Language problem or language conflict? Narratives of
immigrant women’s experiences in the US." Discourse Studies, 13(2), 163-188.

De Genova, N. (2004). "The legal production of Mexican/migrant “illegality”." Latino studies,
2(2), 160-185.

Dewey, J. (1997). Experience and education, New York: Touchstone.

Dikomitis, L. (2012). Cyprus and its places of desire: cultures of displacement among Greek and
Turkish Cypriot refugees: Bloomsbury Publishing.

Diivell, F., Triandafyllidou, A., and Vollmer, B. (2010). "Ethical Issues in Irregular Migration
Research in Europe." Population Space and Place, 16(3), 227-239.

Ellis, C. (2007). Telling secrets, revealing lives: Relational ethics in research with intimate
others. Qualitative inquiry, 13(1), 3-29.

Fee, M. (2022). "Lives stalled: The costs of waiting for refugee resettlement." Journal of Ethnic

and Migration Studies, 48(11), 2659-2677.

256



Ferguson, H. (2008). "Liquid social work: Welfare interventions as mobile practices." British
Journal of Social Work, 38(3), 561-579.

Figuero, A. M. (2016). "Citizenship, beneficence, and informed consent: the ethics of working in
mixed-status families." International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 29(1),
66-85.

Franga, T., Gaspar, S., and Mathias, D. (2022). "“It’s not good, but it could be worse”: racial
microaggressions toward Chinese international students during the COVID-19
pandemic." Diaspora, Indigenous, and Minority Education, 1-14.

Gao, G., and Sai, L. (2021). "Opposing the toxic apartheid: The painted veil of the COVID-19
pandemic, race and racism." Gender, Work & Organization, 28, 183-1809.

Garcia, A. S. (2019). Legal passing: Navigating undocumented life and local immigration law:
University of California Press.

Gillingham, P., and Smith, Y. (2020). "Epistemological siblings: seven reasons to teach
ethnography in social work education." The British Journal of Social Work, 50(7), 2233-
2251.

Glynn, N., and Mayock, P. (2021). "Housing after care: understanding security and stability in
the transition out of care through the lenses of liminality, recognition and precarity."
Journal of Youth Studies, 1-18.

Gomez-Estern, B. M., and de la Mata Benitez, M. L. (2013). "Narratives of migration: Emotions
and the interweaving of personal and cultural identity through narrative." Culture &
Psychology, 19(3), 348-368.

Gonzales, R. G. (2011). "Learning to Be Illegal: Undocumented Youth and Shifting Legal

Contexts in the Transition to Adulthood." American Sociological Review, 76(4), 602-619.

257



Gonzales, R. G. (2015). Lives in limbo: University of California Press.

Gonzales, R. G., Sigona, N., Franco, M. C., and Papoutsi, A. (2019). Undocumented migration:
John Wiley & Sons.

Griffiths, M. B. (2014). "Out of time: The temporal uncertainties of refused asylum seekers and
immigration detainees." Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 40(12), 1991-2009.

Griffiths, M., and Yeo, C. (2021). "The UK’s hostile environment: Deputising immigration
control." Critical Social Policy, 41(4), 521-544.

Gubrium, J. F., and Holstein, J. A. (2008). "Narrative ethnography." Handbook of emergent
methods, 241-264.

Guerassimoft, C. (2003). "The new Chinese migrants in France." International Migration, 41(3),
135-154.

Hall, M., and Greenman, E. (2013). "Housing and neighborhood quality among undocumented
Mexican and Central American immigrants." Social Science Research, 42(6), 1712-1725.

Hammersley, M. (1992). Deconstructing the qualitative-quantitative divide 1. In Mixing
methods: Qualitative and quantitative research pp. 39-55. Routledge.

Harper, D. (2002). "Talking about pictures: A case for photo elicitation." Visual studies, 17(1),
13-26.

Hermansson, L., Lundberg, A., Gruber, S., Jolly, A., Lind, J., Righard, E., and Scott, H. (2020).
"Firewalls: A necessary tool to enable social rights for undocumented migrants in social
work." International Social Work, 0020872820924454.

Hiah, J., and Staring, R. (2016). "'But the Dutch would call it exploitation'. Crimmigration and
the moral economy of the Chinese catering industry in the Netherlands." Crime, Law and

Social Change, 66(1), 83-100.

258



Hojer, S., Chen, H., Himéléinen, J., Lei, J., Shardlow, S. M., and Fang, Z. (2022). "Fieldwork
Education in Social Work as One Way of Building Bridges between China and Europe",
The Routledge Handbook of Field Work Education in Social Work. Routledge India, pp.
44-56.

Holmes, P., Fay, R., Andrews, J., and Attia, M. (2013). "Researching multilingually: New
theoretical and methodological directions." International Journal of Applied Linguistics,
23(3), 285-299.

Home Office. (2022, March). Modern Slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify

statistics UK, end of year summary, 2021. Modern Slavery: National Referral Mechanism

and Duty to Notify statistics UK, end of year summary, 2021 - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)

Home Office Committee of Home Affairs. (1985). "Chinese community in Britain; second report
from the Committee, 1984-5 3 vols 1. Report, together with proceedings of the
Committee". H.M.S.O.

hooks, b. (1999). Remembered Rapture: The Writer at Work. Henry Holt.

Hsin, A., and Aptekar, S. (2022). "The violence of asylum: The case of undocumented Chinese
migration to the United States." Social Forces, 100(3), 1195-1217.

Hu, X., Wang, Y., and Wu, Q. (2014). "Multiple authors detection: a quantitative analysis of
dream of the red chamber." Advances in adaptive data analysis, 6(04), 1450012.

Hughes, V. (2022). "Tense times for young migrants: temporality, life-course and immigration
status." Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 48(1), 192-208.

Hydén, M. (2014). Narrating Sensitive Topics. In M. Andrews, Davis, M., Squire, C., Esin, C.,
Hyden, L. C., Harrison, B., & Hydén, M. (Eds) What is narrative research? pp.223-239.

Bloomsbury Publishing.

259



IFSW. (2014). Global Definition of Social Work. IFSW. Global Definition of Social Work —

International Federation of Social Workers (ifsw.org)

IPPR. (2006). Irregular migration in the UK: A Fact File. Institue for Public Policy Research.

irregular_migration_1493.pdf (ippr.org)

Janoski, T. (2014). "Citizenship in China: a Comparison of Rights with the East and West."
Journal of Chinese political science, 19(4), 365-385.

Jauhiainen, J. S., and Tedeschi, M. (2021). "Conducting research about undocumented migrants",
Undocumented Migrants and their Everyday Lives. Springer, pp. 33-60.

Ji, L.-J., Nisbett, R. E., and Su, Y. (2001). "Culture, change, and prediction." Psychological
science, 12(6), 450-456.

Jimenez, A. M. (2021). "The legal violence of care: Navigating the US health care system while
undocumented and illegible." Social science & medicine, 270, 113676.

Johnson, L. (2017). "Bordering Shanghai: China's hukou system and processes of urban
bordering." Geoforum, 80, 93-102.

Jolly, A., and Lind, J. (2021). "Firewalls as a resource for resistance: separating border policing
from social service provision in Sweden and the UK." Nordic Social Work Research,
11(2), 183-196.

Jones, D. (1979). "The Chinese in Britain: origins and development of a community." New
Community, 7(3), 397-402.

Josselson, R. (2007). The ethical attitude in narrative research: Principles and practicalities. In

Clandinin, J. (Ed.), Handbook of Narrative Inquiry Methodologies (pp.537-567). Sage.

260



Kagan, C., Lo, S., Mok, L., Lawthom, R., Sham, S., Greenwood, M., and Baines, S. (2011).
"Experiences of forced labour among Chinese migrant workers." Joseph Rowntree

Foundation. Experiences of forced labour among Chinese migrant workers | JRF

Kang, E., Rapkin, B. D., Springer, C., and Kim, J. H. (2003). "The “demon plague” and access to
care among Asian undocumented immigrants living with HIV disease in New York City."
Journal of Immigrant Health, 5(2), 49-58.

Kay, C. Y. (1990). At the Palace: researching gender and ethnicity in a Chinese restaurant. In
Stanley, L. (Ed.) Feminist praxis: Research, theory and epistemology in feminist
sociology, pp. 189-204. Routledge,.

Khosravi, S. (2021). Waiting, a state of consciousness. In Jacobsen, C. M., Carlson, M-A.,
Khosravi, S. (Eds.) Waiting and the temporalities of irregular migration, p 202-207.
Routledge.

Kim, J.-H. (2015). Understanding narrative inquiry: The crafting and analysis of stories as
research: Sage publications.

Knowles, C. (2017). "Reframing sociologies of ethnicity and migration in encounters with
Chinese London." The British Journal of Sociology, 68(3), 454-473.

Kohli, R. K. (2006a). "The comfort of strangers: social work practice with unaccompanied
asylum-seeking children and young people in the UK." Child & Family Social Work,
11(1), 1-10.

Kohli, R. K. (2006b). "The sound of silence: Listening to what unaccompanied asylum-seeking
children say and do not say." British journal of social work, 36(5), 707-721.

Kohli, R. K., and Kaukko, M. (2018). "The management of time and waiting by unaccompanied

asylum-seeking girls in Finland." Journal of Refugee Studies, 31(4), 488-506.

261



Krause, M. (2008). "Undocumented migrants: an Arendtian perspective." European journal of
political theory, 7(3), 331-348.

Kwan Chan, C., Cole, B., and Bowpitt, G. (2007). ""Beyond silent organizations': A reflection of
the UK Chinese people and their community organizations." Critical Social Policy, 27(4),
509-533.

Labov, W., & Waletzky, J. (1967). Narrative analysis: Oral versions of personal experience. In J.
Helm (Ed.), Essays on the verbal and visual arts (pp. 12—44). University of Washington
Press.

Langellier, K. M. (1999). "Personal narrative, performance, performativity: Two or three things I
know for sure." Text and performance quarterly, 19(2), 125-144.

Lawthom, R., and Kagan, C. (2016). "Feminist composite narratives of Chinese women: The
interrelation of work, family and community in forced labour situations." Community,
Work & Family, 19(2), 181-192.

Lawthom, R., Kagan, C., Baines, S., Lo, S., Sham, S., Mok, L., Greenwood, M., and Gaule, S.
(2013). "Experiences of forced labour amongst Chinese migrant workers: exploring the
context of vulnerability and protection." International Journal of Work Organisation and
Emotion, 5(3), 261-280.

Lee, G. B. (2016). "Chinese Emigration to America, Chinese Seamen in the United Kingdom,
and the Exclusion of the Chinese from Both Countries." Presented at Transatlantic
relations at the turn of the 21st century.

Leung, J. C., & Xu, Y. (2015). China's social welfare: The third turning point. John Wiley &

Sons.

262



Li, M. (2012). "Making a living at the interface of legality and illegality: Chinese migrant
workers in Israel." International Migration, 50(2), 81-98.

Li, P, and Shu, H. (2010). Language and the brain: computational and neuroimaging evidence
from Chinese. In Bond, M. H., (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Chinese psychology, pp.
69-92. Oxford University Press

Li, R. (2018). Believing through belonging: a sociological study of Christian conversion of
Chinese migrants in Britain [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Loughborough
University.

Li, X. (2019). Employment Relations and Ethnic Minority Enterprise: An Ethnography of
Chinese Restaurants in the UK: Routledge.

Liang, Z., and Ye, W. (2001). "From Fujian to New York: understanding the new Chinese
immigration." Global human smuggling: Comparative perspectives, 187-215.

Liang, Z., and Zhou, B. (2016). "The effects of legal status on employment and health outcomes
among low-skilled Chinese immigrants in New York City." The ANNALS of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science, 666(1), 150-163.

Lin, S., and Bax, T. (2009). "Irregular Emigration from Fuzhou: A Rural Perspective." Asian and
Pacific Migration Journal, 18(4), 539-551.

Ling, B., and Pemberton, C. (2004). Looking Beyond the Numbers : A report on the Chinese
Community in West Norfolk. University of Cambridge: Centre of International Studies.

(99+) Looking Beyond the Numbers : A report on the Chinese Community in West

Norfolk - Bonny Ling and Carrie Pemberton 2004. | Carrie Pemberton Ford -

Academia.edu

263



Liu-Farrer, G. (2008). "The Burden of Social Capital: Visa Overstaying Among Fujian Chinese
Students in Japan." Social Science Japan Journal, 11(2), 241-257.

Liu-Farrer, G., and Tran, A. H. (2019). "Bridging the institutional gaps: International education
as a migration industry." International Migration, 57(3), 235-249.

Liu, L. (2015). Chinese student migration and selective citizenship: Mobility, community and
identity between China and the United States: Routledge.

Liu, X., Cook, G., and Cattan, M. (2017). "Support networks for Chinese older immigrants
accessing English health and social care services: the concept of Bridge People." Health
& social care in the community, 25(2), 667-677.

Luo, S. (2021). Statusless Chinese Migrant Workers in the UK: Irregular Migration and Labour
Exploitation [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. The University of Manchester.

Machin, H. E., and Shardlow, S. M. (2018). "Overcoming ethical barriers to research." Research
Ethics, 14(3), 1-9.

Machin, H. E., and Shardlow, S. M. (2022). "The Construction of Character in Social Work
Narratives of Practice with Undocumented Migrants." The British Journal of Social
Work.

Madden, R. (2017). Being ethnographic: A guide to the theory and practice of ethnography:
Sage.

Marsh, S. (2018, July 21). The immigration crisis facing London’s Chinatown. The Guardian.

The immigration crisis facing London's Chinatown | London | The Guardian

Massey, D. S. (1999). Why does immigration occur?: a theoretical synthesis. In Hirschman, C.,
Kasinitz, P., & DeWind, J. (Eds.) The handbook of international migration: The

American experience (pp. 34-52). Russell Sage Foundation.

264



Menjivar, C. (2006). "Liminal Legality: Salvadoran and Guatemalan Immigrants' Lives in the
United States." American Journal of Sociology, 111(4), 999-1037.

Mok, T. M., and Platt, L. (2020). "All look the same? Diversity of labour market outcomes of
Chinese ethnic group populations in the UK." Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies,
46(1), 87-107.

Munro, K., Jarvis, C., Munoz, M., D’Souza, V., and Graves, L. (2013). "Undocumented pregnant
women: what does the literature tell us?" Journal of Immigrant and Minority Health,
15(2), 281-291.

Negron-Gonzales, G. (2013). "Navigating "illegality": Undocumented youth & oppositional
consciousness." Children and Youth Services Review, 35(8), 1284-1290.

Niu, Y., Mcsherry, W., and Partridge, M. (2021). "The perceptions of spirituality and spiritual
care among people from chinese backgrounds living in England: A grounded theory
method." Journal of Transcultural Nursing, 32(4), 350-359.

Nyiri, P. (2003). "Chinese migration to eastern Europe." International Migration, 41(3), 239-265.

Ong, A. (1999). Flexible citizenship: The cultural logics of transnationality: Duke University
Press.

Pai, H.-H. (2008). Chinese Whispers: The true story behind Britain's hidden army of labour:
Penguin Books.

Paraskevopoulou, A. (2011). "Undocumented worker transitions: family migration." The
International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy, 31(1/2), 110-122.

Parker, D., and Song, M. (2009). "New Ethnicities and the Internet." Cultural Studies, 23(4),

583-604.

265



Pieke, F. N. (2004). Transnational Chinese: Fujianese Migrants in Europe: Stanford University
Press.

Pieke, F. N., and Xiang, B. (2010). "Legality and Labor: Chinese Migratory Workers in Great
Britain." Encounters, 3, 24.

Pisarevskaya, A., Levy, N., Scholten, P., and Jansen, J. (2020). "Mapping migration studies: An
empirical analysis of the coming of age of a research field." Migration studies, 8(3), 455-
481.

Polkinghorne, D. E. (1995). "Narrative configuration in qualitative analysis." International
Jjournal of qualitative studies in education, 8(1), 5-23.

Polkinghorne, D. E. (2007). "Validity issues in narrative research." Qualitative inquiry, 13(4),
471-486.

Portes, A., and Rumbaut, R. G. (2001). Legacies: The story of the immigrant second generation:
Univ of California Press.

Rao, X. (2017). "Revisiting Chinese-ness: A transcultural exploration of Chinese Christians in
Germany." Studies in World Christianity, 23(2), 122-140.

Riessman, C. K. (2008). Narrative methods for the human sciences: Sage.

Robertson, S. (2021). Temporality in mobile lives: Contemporary Asia—Australia migration and
everyday time: Policy Press.

Rochelle, T. L., and Shardlow, S. M. (2014). "Health, functioning and social engagement among
the UK Chinese." International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 38, 142-150.

Russell, B. (2013). History of western philosophy: Collectors edition: Routledge.

Sainsbury, D. (2012). Welfare states and immigrant rights : the politics of inclusion and

exclusion, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

266



Seidler, Y., Novak-Zezula, S., and Trummer, U. (2019). "‘Falling off the radar’of public health:
the case of uninsured Chinese patients in Vienna, Austria." Health policy, 123(9), 840-
844.

Sigona, N. (2012). "I have too much baggage’: The impacts of legal status on the social worlds
of irregular migrants." Social Anthropology, 20(1), 50-65.

Sigona, N., and Hughes, V. (2012). No way out, no way in : irregular migrant children and
families in the UK : executive summary, Oxford ESRC Centre on Migration, Policy and

Society. No Way Out, No Way In. Irregular Migrant Children and Families in the UK -

COMPAS (ox.ac.uk)

Silverstone, D. (2011). "From Triads to snakeheads: organised crime and illegal migration within
Britain's Chinese community." Global Crime, 12(2), 93-111.

Silverstone, D., and Whittle, J. (2016). "‘Forget it, Jake. It’s Chinatown’: The policing of
Chinese organised crime in the UK." The Police Journal.

Sim, J., Saunders, B., Waterfield, J., and Kingstone, T. (2018). "Can sample size in qualitative
research be determined a priori?" International Journal of Social Research Methodology,
21(5), 619-634.

Slayter, E., and Kriz, K. (2015). "Fear Factors and Their Effects on Child Protection Practice
With Undocumented Immigrant Families—“A Lot of My Families Are Scared and Won't
Reach Out™." Journal of Public Child Welfare, 9(3), 299-321.

Smith, P. J. (1997). Human smuggling: Chinese migrant trafficking and the challenge to
Americas immigration tradition. Center for Strategic and International Studies.

Song, M. (1999). Helping out: Temple University Press.

267



Song, M. (2004). "When the 'global chain' does not lead to satisfaction all around: a comment on
the Morecambe Bay tragedy." Feminist Review(77), 137-140.

Squire, C. (2007). HIV in South Africa: talking about the big thing: Routledge.

Squire, C. (2013). "From experience-centred to socioculturally-oriented approaches to narrative."
Doing narrative research, 2, 47-71.

Squires, A. (2009). "Methodological challenges in cross-language qualitative research: A
research review." International journal of nursing studies, 46(2), 277-287.

Straut-Eppsteiner, H. (2021). "Undocumented mothers and work—family conflict in restrictive
policy contexts." Journal of Marriage and Family, 83(3), 865-880.

Tang, L. (2017). Recovery, mental health and inequality: Chinese ethnic minorities as mental
health service users: Routledge.

Thung, M. (2003). "Channels of entry and preferred destinations: The circumvention of Denmark
by Chinese immigrants." International Migration, 41(3), 99-133.

Thune, M., and Pieke, F. N. (2005a). "Institutionalizing recent rural emigration from China to
Europe: New transnational villages in Fujian." International Migration Review, 39(2),
485-514.

Thung, M., and Pieke, F. N. (2005b). "Institutionalizing Recent Rural Emigration from China to
Europe: New Transnational Villages in Fujian." The International Migration Review,
39(2), 485-514.

To, S.-m., So, Y.-y., and Kwok, C.-m. (2018). "Meaning-making of motherhood among rural-to-
urban migrant Chinese mothers of left-behind children." Journal of Child and Family
Studies, 27, 3358-3370.

Treverton, G. F. (2009). Film piracy, organized crime, and terrorism: Rand Corporation.

268



Turner, V. W. (1969). The ritual process : structure and anti-structure, Chicago: Aldine.

Universities UK. (2021). "International student recruitment data". International student

recruitment data (universitiesuk.ac.uk)

van Gennep, A. (1909). The rites of passage: Routledge.
Vaughan, J. M., and Huennekens, P. (2018, September). Analyzing the New Visa Overstay

Report. Center for Immigration Studies. Analyzing the New Visa Overstay Report

(cis.org)

Voolma, H. (2018). "“I must be silent because of residency’’: Barriers to escaping domestic
violence in the context of insecure immigration status in England and Sweden." Violence
against women, 24(15), 1830-1850.

Wang, Q., and Brockmeier, J. (2002). "Autobiographical remembering as cultural practice:
Understanding the interplay between memory, self and culture." Culture & Psychology,
8(1), 45-64.

Wang, S. (2021). Chinese Migrants in Paris: The Narratives of Illusion and Suffering: Brill.

Wang, S., Chen, X., L1, Y., Luu, C., Yan, R., and Madrisotti, F. (2021a). "‘I'm more afraid of
racism than of the virus!’: racism awareness and resistance among Chinese migrants and
their descendants in France during the Covid-19 pandemic." European Societies,
23(supl), S721-S742.

Wang, Y., Rathbone, A., and Millard, C. (2021b). "The Use of Traditional Chinese Medicine
Among the Chinese Immigrants in the United Kingdom: An Intersectionality
Perspective." Available at SSRN 3945870.

Weinberg, M. (2009). "Moral distress: A missing but relevant concept for ethics in social work."

Canadian Social Work Review/Revue canadienne de service social, 139-151.

269



Williams, C. (2020). "Politics, preoccupations, pragmatics: A race/ethnicity redux for social work
research." European Journal of Social Work, 23(6), 1057-1068.
Williams, C., and Graham, M. J. (2016). Social work in a diverse society: Transformative
practice with black and minority ethnic individuals and communities: Policy Press.
Wilson, E. (2020). "Social work, cancer survivorship and liminality: Meeting the needs of young
women diagnosed with early stage breast cancer." Journal of Social Work Practice, 34(1),
95-111.

Wimmer, A., and Glick Schiller, N. (2002). "Methodological nationalism and beyond: nation—
state building, migration and the social sciences." Global networks, 2(4), 301-334.

Wu, B., Guo, L., and Sheehan, J. (2010). Employment conditions of Chinese migrant workers in
the East Midlands: A pilot study in a context of economic recession. ILO. Employment

conditions of Chinese migrant workers in the East Midlands: A pilot study in a context of

economic recession

Wu, B., and Liu, H. (2012). "Bringing class back in: class consciousness and solidarity among
Chinese migrant workers in Italy and the UK." Ethnic and Racial Studies, 37(8), 1391-
1408.

Yang, Q. (2021). "Emotional positioning in British news reports about Dover and Essex migrant
tragedies: A corpus-based study." Journal of World Languages, 7(2), 375-397.

Yeung, E. Y. W., Partridge, M., and Irvine, F. (2016). "Satisfaction with social care: the
experiences of people from C hinese backgrounds with physical disabilities." Health &
Social Care in the Community, 24(6), 144-154.

Yoshikawa, H. (2011). Immigrants raising citizens: Undocumented parents and their children:

Russell Sage Foundation.

270



Yuval-Davis, N., Wemyss, G., and Cassidy, K. (2018). "Everyday bordering, belonging and the
reorientation of British immigration legislation." Sociology, 52(2), 228-244.

Zhang, S., and Chin, K. L. (2002). "Enter the dragon: Inside Chinese human smuggling
organizations." Criminology, 40(4), 737-768.

Zhang, X. (2020). Chinese International Students and Citizenship: Springer.

Zhou, M., and Bankston III, C. L. (2020). "The model minority stereotype and the national
identity question: The challenges facing Asian immigrants and their children." Ethnic and
Racial Studies, 43(1), 233-253.

Zhu, H., Lei, L., and Craig, H. (2021). "Prose, verse and authorship in Dream of the Red

Chamber: A stylometric analysis." Journal of Quantitative Linguistics, 28(4), 289-305.

271



Appendices

272



Appendix A: Research outputs
Publication: The construction of character in social work narratives of practice with

undocumented migrants

British Journal of Social Work (2022) 00, 1-21
htt ps/fdoi.org/10.1093/bysw/beacl 05

The Construction of Character in Social
Work Narratives of Practice with
Undocumented Migrants

Helen E. Machin* and Steven M. Shardlow &

Department of Social Work, Keele University, Staffordshire ST3 5BG, UK

*Correspondence to Helen E. Machin, Department of Social Work, School of Medicine.
Keele University, David Weatherall Building, Staffordshire ST5 5BG. UK. E-mail:
h.e.machinl @keele.ac.uk

Abstract

Undocumented migration is a global phenomenon. Social work practice with undocu-
mented migrants, worldwide, is ethically complex as social workers are positioned
between the mandates of the state, designed to deter ‘illegal’ migration and the
needs of their undocumented clients. Yet, despite this complexity, the relationship
between social workers and their undocumented clients remains largely unexamined.
In this article, we draw on interviews with thirteen social workers to analyse how
character is constructed in narratives of practice with undocumented migrants. We
have used narrative analysis to explore: the relationship between social workers and
their undocumented clients; the influence of other key actors and social workers’
constructions of their own practice. We identified three key findings from our analy-
sis: (i) the emergency circumstances in which social workers encounter undocumented
migrants made it difficult to establish relationships and consequently, undocumenrted
migrants were weakly drawn in social workers’ narratives; (ii) off-stage actors who
existed outside of social workers’ gaze (migrants’ relatives, employers and migrant
brokers) exerted power over undocumented migrants and inhibited trusting relation-
ships with professionals and (iii) tension between social workers’ moral claims about
undocumented migrants and their personal empathy led to the construction of social
workers as characters enmeshed in emotional conflict.
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Introduction

Undocumented migration is a global phenomenon and, worldwide, un-
documented migrants experience multiple harms, including trauma and
death during migration journeys (Cornelius, 2001; Allsopp and Chase,
2019); precarious and exploitative employment (Massey and Gentsch,
2014; Bloch and McKay, 2015); difficulties accessing mainstream services
and healthcare (Calain-Watanabe and Lee, 2012; Cheong and Massey,
2019) and fear of detention, deportation and destitution (Bloch and
Schuster, 2005; Andersson, 2014), which may lead to chronic stress that
atfects daily life (Gonzales and Chavez, 2012; Sigona, 2012).

Traditionally, governments have responded to undocumented migra-
tion with policies designed to reduce the movement of people through
securitisation of borders, soft bordering initiatives, such as involving citi-
zens and civil servants in immigration checks (Yuval-Davis er al., 2018),
and by regularising the status of those unlawfully resident (Chamie,
2020). Social workers play a vital role in both the enactment of soft-
bordering policies and distribution of state welfare to undocumented
migrants in need. Yet, social work practice with undocumented migrants
is both under-theorised and under-researched.

In this article, we contribute to the nascent literature about social
work practice with undocumented migrants. First, we describe the UK
context and locate this study within existing social work literature about
practice with undocumented migrants. Next, we explore social workers’
accounts of their practice with undocumented migrants using our ap-
proach to narrative analysis. Finally, we discuss the implications of our
findings, pointing to the insights about the relationship between social
workers and their undocumented clients.

The UK context

In England, social work is a protected occupation: registered social
workers (with a specialist regulator, Social Work England) are employed
by regional government agencies (known as local authorities), health
services, NGOs or private and independent businesses. Two key pieces
of legislation (Children Act 1989; Care Act 2014) define social workers’
responsibilities for children and adults. Undocumented migrants in the
UK, numbering approximately 800,000 to 1.2 million (Connor and
Passel, 2019), are eligible for services under these Acts if they have rele-
vant care and support needs. However, many migrants with an irregular
status are ineligible for state financial support (a condition known as ‘no
recourse to public funds’ or ‘NRPF’; see UKVI, 2016). With limited stat-
utory guidance, social workers are left to interpret how services,
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designed for UK subjects, might fit the needs of undocumented
migrants.

Social work and undocumented migration

The nascent literature about undocumented migrants falls in four broad
domains: policy impact, access to services, ethics and professional
practice.

Policy impact

It is well established in the existing literature about social work and undoc-
umented migration that professional practice takes place in the context of
contradictory laws and policies (see Briskman and Zion, 2014, in Australia;
Bracci and Valzania, 2015, in Italy; Nordling, 2017, in Sweden and Jolly,
2018, in the UK). In many national contexts, undocumented migrants are
excluded from welfare by immigration laws, yet eligible for support from
social service organisations because of other social statuses, such as being: a
child or unaccompanied minor; in poverty or destitute (Farmer 2017;
Nordling, 2017; Jolly, 2018); subject to domestic abuse (Bhuyan, 2012) or
homeless (Cuadra, 2015). In England, undocumented migrants are excluded
from most mainstream benefits, from social housing and they are unable to
legally work or rent accommodation, but they are entitled to primary
healthcare and compulsory education (Jolly, 2018).

Access to services

Studies that have examined undocumented migrants’ experiences of so-
cial service organisations have presented a largely negative view of pro-
fessional practice. Undocumented migrants have been: oftfered
insufficient levels of support to meet need; wrongly refused support and
sometimes threatened with the removal of their children by child welfare
agencies (Farmer, 2017; Jolly, 2018). Consequently, children and families
have been left in: poverty (Jolly, 2018); inappropriate accommodation
(Price and Spencer, 2015) and at risk of exploitation (Dexter el al.,
2016). Factors that have been found to affect access to services include
migrants’ linguistic ability; availability of language services, migrant
knowledge and experience of social care systems and social worker
knowledge of migrant’s rights (Ayoén, 2009; Bhuyan, 2012; Bracci and
Valzania, 2015). Such limited and poor-quality provision has been de-
scribed as ‘statutory neglect’ in the UK context (Jolly, 2018, p. 190).

275

220z AN $0 Uo 158n6 Aq | LZEES9/S0 LOBOGMSIYER0L 0 LIOP/B[0IE-30URAPE/MS /W00 dno ojwa peoe)/ sdjjy woy papeojumod



Page 4 of 21 Helen E. Machin and Steven M. Shardlow

Ethics

It is evident from the literature that practice with undocumented
migrants presents ethical challenges for social workers due to conflicts
of loyalty between employer or state and the undocumented migrant
(Briskman and Zion, 2014). For example, to report undocumented
migrants to immigration authorities may contradict professional values
(Furman et al., 2012). To ignore migration law may be beneficial to indi-
vidual undocumented service users but may compromise service delivery
or place social workers at risk of unemployment (Bhuyan, 2012; Furman
et al., 2012). To address these challenges, social workers have been
tound to adopt discretionary practices. Nordling (2017) and Jonsson
(2014) framed social workers’ discretion as a powerful mode of practice,
capable of disrupting normative categories of citizen/noncitizen.
However, whilst discretionary practices may benefit individuals, they do
not challenge the exclusionary laws which create undocumented
migrants’ vulnerability (Bhuyan, 2012).

Professional practice

Perhaps unsurprisingly, there is ample evidence that undocumented
migrants were afraid to approach or trust social workers due to fear of
detention and deportation (Kriz and Skivenes, 2012; Slaytor and Kriz,
2015). Migrants’ ‘home country’ experiences of coercive state control
inhibited relationships with professionals in ‘host countries’; similarly,
cultural differences in help-seeking prevented undocumented migrants
trom accessing support (Earner, 2007). There is evidence that social
worker attitudes to migration affect working relationships with undocu-
mented migrants. Bhuyan et al. (2012) found that good knowledge of im-
migration law predicted more favourable responses to undocumented
migrants. Social workers whose role perception was bounded by national
laws and resources were less favourably inclined towards undocumented
migrants, compared with those with expansive views of social work
grounded on human rights and social justice, who tended to exceed their
professional mandate (Cuadra and Staaf, 2014; Nordling, 2017). Social
worker attitudes to deservingness also shape perceptions. For example,
Mexican migrants in the US with good knowledge of social care systems
were perceived as ‘working the system’ (Ayén, 2009, p. 613); whilst posi-
tive constructions of deservingness, often of children, led to more
tavourable professional responses (Nordling, 2017). It is noteworthy that
several authors have framed the face-to-face social worker/undocu-
mented migrant encounter as a site for structural change. For Briskman
and Zion (2014) this was political change through social workers bearing
witness to the suffering of undocumented migrants. However, no study
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has, to date, examined the relationship between social workers and
undocumented migrants in depth.

The social work literature has tended to focus on practice with undoc-
umented individuals or families, whilst studies from the broader migra-
tion literature have emphasised that migration is rarely a solo project:
other key actors, such as migrant brokers and smugglers (Sanchez,
2017), employers and migrants’ social contacts (Bloch and McKay,
2015), play an important role in undocumented migrants’ everyday lives,
about which the social work literature is largely silent. In this article, we
have sought to address these gaps in the literature through examination
of: relationships between social workers and undocumented migrants;
other key actors in migrants’ networks and emotional dimensions of eth-
ical challenges involved in practice with undocumented migrants. We
suggest that this study offers methodological uniqueness. We have
adopted close narrative analysis, an approach not yet deployed in exist-
ing literature, that provides a method to weave together subjective expe-
riences within the structural conditions in which practice occurs.

Research aims

The overarching aim of this article is to explore social workers’ relation-
ships with and constructions of undocumented migrants by cxamining
three questions: how do social workers construct;

1. the character of undocumented migrants?
the ‘off stage’ characters in undocumented migrants’ lives (e.g.
smugglers, employers and family members)?

3. their practice with undocumented migrants?

Methods
Capturing character through narrative analysis

Social workers tell stories about the individuals with whom they work
and the circumstances they encounter (Hall, 1997). These stories are
powertul as they convince different audiences about realities of service
users’ lives and appropriate professional responses (Hall, 1997; Baldwin,
2013). The human relationships constructed through story telling provide
a central focus of narrative enquiry (Riessman and Quinney, 2005).
Given our aim to explore the relationships involved in social work with
undocumented migrants, we have selected narrative analysis to examine
the construction of character in social workers’ accounts of practice.

We have focused on three key characters in these narratives: (i) the
main character (undocumentced migrants); (ii) the off-stage characters
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(those involved in undocumented migrant’s social networks) and (iii) the
helping character (social workers). To describe the relationships between
these characters, we use the analogy of actors on the stage. The undocu-
mented characters were the protagonists of each account and were posi-
tioned centre stage. The off-stage characters were a cast of secondary
actors whose actions took place beyond the reach of the social workers’
narratives. The helping characters in the accounts were social workers.
We have avoided privileging the social worker voice as narrative author
and, instead, we have cxamined the social worker as a character con-
structed through the texts. Finally, we position ourselves, the social sci-
ence readers of the accounts, as the audience, with a role in construction
and interpretation of character. Following from literary theory—Barthes’
(1977) notion of the ‘death of the author’ and, subsequent, ‘the birth of
the reader’'—we suggest that our reading of the social work accounts is
an interpretative act (p. 148). Again, following Barthes’ argument that
‘the Text is plural’ and irreducible to a single meaning, we acknowledge
the scope for alternative interpretations by subsequent readers and this
has guided our decision to present lengthy extracts of narrative in this
article (1977. p. 5).

The site of the study

The study took place in England and most participants were employed by
either government agencies (n=9) or NGOs (n=4) in the North-West
and Midlands (see Table 1). Most interviews took place at participants’
place of work, one interview took place at the first author’s university of-
tice and one interview was conducted via telephone. Participants were
employed in different service areas (seven specialist migration-related
roles; six statutory child welfare and adult enablement roles).

Table 1. Participant information.

Pseudonym Gender/age/ethnicity Employer/practice type Years in practice
Robert M/53/White British NHS Trust/Adults 21
Stephen M/46/Chinese NGO/Community work 6
Rebwar M/45/Black African NGO/Advice and support 6
Tom M/27/White British NGO/Advice and support 3
Bob M/53/White British Government/Children 10
Simon M/37/White British Government/Children 4
Marie F/32/White British Government/Children 1
Doris F/62/White British NGO/Advice and support 39
Debbie F/27/White British Government/Adults i
Sarah F/46/White British Government/Adults 12
DJA F/50/White British Government/Children 2
Winston F/51/White British Government/Adults 5
Jane F/48/\White British Government/Adults 5
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Participants

A convenience sample of thirteen participants was recruited via snowball
sampling. Principal Social Workers (experienced practitioners with stra-
tegic responsibilities) attached to teaching partnerships in England circu-
lated invitations to participate in the study to practitioners in
government agencies (nine social workers responded). The first author
recruited four participants from NGOs with expertise in practice with
migrant groups. Participants were selected if they were: (i) registered so-
cial workers and (ii) able to discuss an experience of practice with an
undocumented individual or family. Participants had varied experience
in practice with undocumented migrants (from the expert to the novice).
As detailed in Table 1, eleven participants identified as “White British’
and two participants identified as ‘Chinese’ and ‘African’. All names
used in this article are pseudonyms, selected by participants. Given our
analytical approach, we decided that thirteen participants were sufficient
to reach conceptual depth (Nelson, 2017).

Interviews

The first author conducted semi-structured interviews which lasted, on
average, S0 min (shortest 32, longest 107 min). Participants were asked to
‘tell the story of a case involving practice with an undocumented individ-
ual/family’. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim for
analysis.

Analysis

We conducted the analysis in three steps, as follows.

Step 1: The first author listened to audio recordings of interviews in
full and conducted readings of interview transcripts to develop data fa-
miliarity. We then identified the storied parts of the interviews and, fol-
lowing the approaches of Gee (1991), Mishler (1991) and Riessman
(1993), created a condensed representation of each narrative in verse,
organised into a serics of stanzas. To create cach verse, we distilled so-
cial workers’ statements into single line clauses with the aim of capturing
the essence of the spoken word. We then arranged these clauses, whilst
listening to the audio recordings of social workers’ accounts, into stanzas
to create a narrative which represents our analytic view of social work-
ers’ construction of character. This approach has allowed us to present a
large amount of information in a limited number of words, which main-
tains the rhythm of the original speech.
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Step 2: We conducted detailed analysis of the stanzas through a series
of questions adapted from Riessman (2008): (i) who were the principal
characters in each narrative and what ‘character work’ was conducted to
create these characters? (ii) how do characters interact? and (iii) what is
the moral of the story and what moral claims are made?

Step 3: We generated themes by comparing how narratives revealed
constructions of character.

Ethical considerations

Scholarly examination of undocumented migration risks revealing the
identity of migrants and their ‘illegal’ status, which has serious implica-
tions for individuals who actively conceal their status to avoid enforce-
ment action. Elsewhere, we have written about the ethical barriers
involved in research with undocumented migrants who are, by necessity,
a hidden social group (Machin and Shardlow, 2018). The ‘rich descrip-
tion’ involved in narrative research and the focus on character in this ar-
ticle increased this risk. To mitigate this risk, we asked social work
participants not to reveal the names of the undocumented migrants with
whom they worked. Pseudonyms (selected by interviewees) were used
tor all participants and for the undocumented clients discussed during
interviews and written consent to participate was acquired. Following
the transcription of interviews, the first author removed information
which could identify social work participants and their clients from the
data set. These procedures to ensure anonymity of both social workers
and their undocumented clients were approved in advance by Keele
University.

Findings

Our analysis of the depiction of character in social workers’ accounts of
practice with undocumented migrants has been organised around the
construction of three key characters:

1. the main character;
2. the off-stage characters and
3. the helping character.

Although all thirteen practice narratives informed our analysis, we
have selected three extended extracts that typify how each character was
constructed and allow readers of the article to engage with our close
analysis of language, context and structure.
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The construction of the main character

Undocumented migrants were the main characters in social workers’ prac-
tice accounts: these characters were constructed through narrators’ de-
scriptive clauses, the sequencing of events and the spaces in which the
narratives were set. The following extract from an interview with Doris, a
white British woman, an experienced service manager employed by a
NGO, contained a typical construction of an undocumented client. Doris’
orientation to the narrative began with a description of how her agency
initially encountered an undocumented Chinese woman and her children.

Extract 1

she was literally dumped on our doorstep

herself and her two little children

I think there was a babe in arms who was probably less than a year

and a toddler of between two and three

her and her children and her black bin bags of stuff arrived outside our
door

we discovered that she was the wife of a Chinese man who had made an
asylum claim

she had absolutely no idea what the status of that asylum claim was
he disappeared

I have no idea what happened

I'm not sure we ever discovered all of that

they’d been living in a flat and she could no longer pay for it because
she had nothing

no money coming in, no idea, she didn’t know what to do at all
spoke no English
and her children didn’t either

and she just got dumped

I'm not sure we even knew who dumped her

it may have been the landlord of the property they were living in
the flat above a shop or restaurant or something

and he just dropped her there

In Doris’ account the main character, the undocumented Chinese
woman, was characterised through a briet description of her circumstan-
ces. Having been ‘dumped’ at the door of Doris’ agency, the narrator
described her destitution. Through force of utterance, Doris emphasised
the lack of cconomic and social resources available to the woman in a
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series of descriptive clauses where ‘no’” and ‘nothing’ were repeated sev-
eral times: ‘she had nothing, no money coming in, no idea, she didn’t
know what to do at all, spoke no English and her children didn’t either’.
The use of dramatic language in the extract, such as ‘dumped’ (repeated
three times) and ‘dropped’ (repeated twice) and the circularity of the ex-
tract where the words ‘dumped’ and ‘dropped’ both began and ended
the description of the main character, created a sense of desperation and
suggested that no one was willing to take responsibility for the undocu-
mented woman and her children. Doris noted that the woman’s posses-
sions were in bin bags, an image that suggested little dignity. Similar
images were used in other practice accounts to describe the desperate
circumstances of undocumented clients. For example, Robert, an experi-
enced local government social worker, described the sum of an undocu-
mented client’s belongings after ten years in the UK as ‘just a tiny little
toiletries bag and a few papers’.

Doris’ description suggested that the undocumented woman had lim-
ited agency. Her immigration status was dependent on her husband’s
asylum claim and his disappearance had left the woman and her children
destitute. She was constructed as a woman with limited understanding of
her own status in the emphatic clause, ‘she had absolutely no idea what
the status of that [her husband’s] asylum claim was’. By emphasising
that the client had two young children, one of whom was a ‘babe in
arms’, Doris created the image of a woman who, quite literally, had her
hands full and would therefore have limited resources to resolve her
own status issues.

Doris’ construction of the undocumented woman’s character implied
that the relationship between the social worker and the client was lim-
ited. Doris used language that indicated her uncertainty about the details
of the case, such as ‘I think’, ‘I have no idea’, ‘I'm not sure’, ‘it may
have been’. Similar expressions of uncertainty were found in other prac-
tice accounts. In extract 1, the space where the initial encounter was set,
the doorway of Doris’ agency, created a sense of liminality. The undocu-
mented woman was situated in an in-between space, where the networks
and resources that had sustained her life prior to the referral were no
longer available. Interestingly, in Doris’ full account, all subsequent
scenes took place in or on the threshold of social work offices. Possibly,
these liminal spaces made it difficult for Doris to develop a meaningful
relationship with the woman and to become familiar with her everyday
experiences.

The construction of the off-stage characters

Social workers’ practice narratives included a cast of secondary charac-
ters whose actions atfected the construction of the main characters.
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These characters, including undocumented migrants’ spouses, parents,
siblings and the people involved in facilitating migration journeys, were
located firmly in the background of the practice accounts. They were
constructed through the retelling of action that occurred outside of the
social workers’ narratives. These ‘off-stage’ actors and their actions
appeared to have considerable power over the undocumented migrants
at the centre of the narratives.

The following extract, which is taken from Winston’s account of prac-
tice with two undocumented Vietnamese young people, conveys the
power imbalance between off stage actors and main characters. Winston,
a female, White British, experienced social worker in a specialist team
working with unaccompanied minors, began working with the two young
people when they were discovered during a police raid on a nail bar
where they lived and worked. As the relationship between Winston and
the young people developed, several background characters came into
the frame.

Extract 2

they’d travelled from Vietnam

a long journey in the back of lorries

they said they were squashed down by boxes

hidden underneath items

the girl said to me

they’d gone into this house that was in the middle of nowhere
she said that there were lots of older men there

that she was raped on several occasions

she met this boyfriend who offered her the opportunity to work
he gave her money

to get on a ftrain

she was picked up at a station

she was taken to the nail bar

it was already prearranged for her

The extract provided a window into networks that facilitate and sus-
tain undocumented migration. The account revealed that organised net-
works, operating outside of the frame of the social worker’s gaze,
brought these young people from Vietnam to the UK and arranged their
work in exploitative labour systems. This network involved abuse, such
as the young woman’s sexual abuse during her journey to the UK.
Other practice narratives referred to the routine sexual abuse of women,
both during migration journeys and, also, after their arrival in the UK.
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Winston constructed the two young people, in particular, the young
woman, as passive in relation to the off-stage actors who were active
and held considerable power over her. This was evident in the descrip-
tion of two significant journeys: one long and dangerous journey from
Vietnam to the UK and one ‘pre-arranged’ train journey that moved the
young woman from London to the North of England for ‘work’ purposes
(she described evidence that the young woman had been subject to re-
peated sexual exploitation in the flat above the nail bar). Winston con-
structed the young woman as without agency; these journeys happened
to the young woman, over which she appeared to have little control.
Embedded in the structure of the narrative about these two journeys,
Winston used a series of passive sentences that described how the young
woman was moved, first across international borders and then within the
UK. She was ‘squashed down by boxes’, ‘hidden’ in the lorry, ‘taken’
and ‘picked up’ along the way. However, the agentic, background char-
acters, namely the traffickers—older males who sexually abused her dur-
ing the journey and the boyfriend who arranged her employment—were
only briefly sketched in Winston’s account. The spaces in which these
scenes took place, the back of a lorry and an unknown house in an un-
known country, conjure images of darkness and danger. These were un-
known places without discernible characteristics that could bring the
spaces to light or the abusers to account.

The construction of the helping character

The social worker played the role of the helping character in the prac-
tice accounts, constructed through the moral claims made about the
main characters. Almost always, depictions of character in narratives in-
volve moral formulations, which relate to the narrator’s presentation of
self (Riessman, 2000). Social workers made a series of moral claims
about the undocumented migrants with whom they worked: these claims
were located on a continuum between migrants constructed either as
wholly blameless or wholly culpable for their migration status. Such
moral claims were rarely fixed, as the constructions of undocumented
migrants shifted within practice narratives.

The next extract conveyed an explicit example of a narrator who
blamed their undocumented client for their status. Such an explicit attri-
bution of blame was rare in the study. However, the extract demon-
strated the emotional complexity that this moral claim created for the
social worker, also found more implicitly in other narratives. The extract
is taken from a government social worker’'s account of work with an
Indian undocumented woman, waiting to be deported. This was the so-
cial worker’s only experience of practice with an undocumented migrant.
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Extract 3

the decision was already made from the Home Office that this lady’s
going to be deported

before | even got involved in the case
she’d been living here for 16 years

for the past six years

she hadn’t been following the protocols
signing at the police station

so it was very difficult

on a work level

without sounding awful [pause]

it is her own fault

but then the personal side of me

she hasn’t got a bank

she’s got no money

she can’t even go to the shop for a loaf of bread

she can’t buy make up

have some shoes

all them little things

even though I know on the legal side she hasn’t obliged
on the personal side

I find that really difficult

I feel awful for her

she’s in that situation because she chose to be

I do feel sympathetic towards her

I found that very very difficult

but the difficulty is

it has come out that she hasn’t got any care needs
I find that difficult

she’s still in that situation

I'm going to close the case

it’s not going to go away

I've learnt a lot from the case

it does make you see things differently
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you hear about cases and you hear situations
but until you've done one yourself
it’s hard to explain

you do feel more for people

she doesn’t understand that it’s her own fault

I don’t want to say that but it’s true

she could have easily just gone to the [police] station and just signed
she’'d have her status

“you have caused it yourself”

The social worker began the narrative by absolving herself of respon-
sibility, both for the client’s migration status and the Home Office’s de-
cision to deport her, which predated the social worker’s involvement. By
removing herself from the decision, she created opportunity within the
narrative to attribute blame elsewhere—to the undocumented woman.
The connection between the undocumented client’s lack of compliance
with a weekly requirement to sign in at a police station and the decision
to deport her seemed overly simplistic. Nonetheless, the social worker
returned repeatedly to this attribution of blame and to confirm her lack
of involvement. Debbie demonstrated awareness that her moral claims
about the woman may be poorly received— without sounding awtul
[pause], it is her own fault’. The pause suggested that Debbie considered
her audience’s likely response before the attribution of blame.
Awareness of the performative nature of the interviews and an interest
in presenting a positive self was common when social workers made
moral judgements about undocumented clients in their narratives.

In the second verse, the focus shifted from attributing blame to empa-
thy for the undocumented client, due to her destitute circumstances. The
social worker moved between blame and empathy throughout the verse.
Debbie dealt with this tension by describing her personal and her profes-
sional self as two separate identities. Her professional identity accepted
that the undocumented woman would be deported because of her lack
of compliance with the conditions of her status. However, personally,
she wished to use her own resources to meet her client’s pressing mate-
rial needs. This division between the personal and the professional to re-
solve tension between blame and empathy was a common strategy used
in other practice narratives. Debbie’s emotional response to the undocu-
mented woman’s circumstances was expressed through repetition of the
evaluative clauses ‘I found that very difficult’ and ‘I found that really
hard’. Almost mirroring a poetic refrain, Debbie repeated these two sen-
tences twenty-three times, punctuating her full narrative with this ex-
pression of her emotional experience. The attribution of blame was
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further complicated by the final two verses where Debbie suggested that
working with an undocumented migrant makes you ‘see things differ-
ently’ and ‘feel more for people’. There is a sense that Debbie’s precon-
ceived ideas about undocumented migrants were abstract, whereas
encountering an undocumented migrant face-to-face and developing a
relationship had complicated her conceptions. However, the final line
returned to the attribution of blame, this time directed at the undocu-
mented client as though Debbie were invoking a conversation with her:
‘vou have caused it yourself’. By using the linguistic device of reported
speech and enacting a conversation with the undocumented client,
Debbie again resolved the emotional tension arising from her personal
empathy for the woman and her repeated attribution of blame.

Discussion

In the following section, we examine: how the construction of character
in these accounts relates to professional practice; gaps in the construc-
tion of character and alternative characterisations. We suggest what
these gaps may imply for professional practice.

The main character and alternative readings

Undocumented migrants were weakly drawn in social workers’ narra-
tives. In literary criticism, a distinction is made between ‘flat’ and
‘round’ characters (Chatman, 1978). A flat character is described in little
detail, with one or two key traits that sum up their entire characterisa-
tion. By contrast, a round character is complex, ambiguous and de-
scribed in life-like terms that create a sense of familiarity. We suggest
that social workers’ characterisation of undocumented migrants was
mostly flat, with just one or two discerning features, usually relating to
destitution and desperate need for help. Despite their position centre
stage in the narratives, undocumented migrants rarely drove the plot for-
ward and, instead, the plot was based on the actions of off-stage charac-
ters and the helping character.

This flat characterisation suggests that there was little sense of a de-
veloped relationship between social workers and undocumented service
users. The invocation of liminal spaces, such as doorways in Doris’ ac-
count and, in the other accounts, ambulances and police custody suites,
strengthens the sense that the relationship between social workers and
undocumented migrants lacked familiarity. These spaces were also asso-
ciated with ecmergency circumstances and short-term interventions.
Social workers were largely unable to access the homes where undocu-
mented service users had been living prior to the referral to social

287

zz0z Ainp 0 uo 1sanB Aq |1Z6659/50 19B0GMSIY/EE01 0 L/IOP/aPIHE-D0URAPER/MSIq/Wo0"dno o1ua peoe//SdRy WOy P3peojumMO(]



Page 16 of 21 Helen E. Machin and Steven M. Shardlow

services. The *home visit’, recognised in the broader professional litera-
ture as a site where social work is constructed and relationships are
torged (Ferguson, 2018), was mentioned in just one of the thirteen nar-
ratives, echoing previous studies which have suggested that there were
barriers to relationship building between social workers and undocu-
mented migrants (Ayon, 2009; Kriz and Skivenes, 2012; Slayter and
Kriz, 2015).

Gaps in the construction of undocumented migrants open opportuni-
ties for exploration of alternative readings. In Doris” narrative, the un-
documented woman was presented as lacking agency. Information about
her pre-migratory experiences, journey to and arrival in the UK and
how she had lived under the radar of state services prior to her hus-
band’s disappearance, were missing from the account. The wider litera-
ture about undocumented migration, whilst not denying the harms of
undocumented status, has suggested a complex picture of agency.
Elsewhere, undocumented migrants have been characterised as actors
with agency in migration decisions, skilled at navigating social networks
to maximise support and concecal their status (Bloch et al., 2014).

The off-stage character and alternative readings

We suggest that the off-stage characters in social worker’s narratives
were nameless and faceless flat characterisations with little to no de-
scription. Their actions took place outside of the frame of social work-
er’s accounts, in dark, indiscernible spaces. However, the off-stage
characters exerted power over undocumented migrants which had signit-
icant impact on narrative plots. These characters arranged migration
journeys, facilitated ‘illegal” work and caused destitution (as in Doris’ ac-
count of the undocumented woman’s husband, whose disappearance lett
his family homeless). In Winston’s narrative, and in other accounts, the
off-stage characters could be exploitative and abusive, inflicting great
harm on the undocumented migrants at the narrative centre. Social
workers were unable to access or to disrupt these characters” powertul
networks. Migrants’ fears of revealing their networks to professionals
were an additional barrier to building trusting relationships with social
workers. Instead, practitioners were involved in addressing problems
that these characters created for undocumented migrants.

The wider literature about undocumented migration, again, reveals
gaps in social workers’ constructions of the off-stage characters. There is
evidence that undocumented migrants are often involved in reciprocal
relationships with those who facilitate migration and exploitative em-
ployment (Bloch er al., 2015). Moral codes, quite separate from formal
definitions of abuse and exploitation, operate within these networks
(Hiah and Staring, 2016). Ethnic, cultural, familial and social ties bind
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people together in ways that are not well understood by social workers
(Bloch and McKay, 2015).

The helping character and alternative readings

The helping character, social workers, were constructed through their
own moral claims about undocumented migrants. We found that social
workers’ moral formulations about undocumented migrants were com-
plex and that these claims shifted between positions of blame and sym-
pathy. Although undocumented migrants were characterised as lacking
power and agency in relation to both off-stage characters and, also, im-
migration systems, most social workers appeared to have accepted
broader discourses that position undocumented migrants as individually
responsible for their ‘illegal’ immigration status. The disjuncture be-
tween the attribution of blame and personal sympathy for undocu-
mented migrants created emotional conflict for social workers,
illustrated through Debbie’s reoccurring refrain, ‘I found that very
difficult’.

Several studies have found that social workers face ethical dilemmas
in their practice with undocumented migrants when their commitment to
social work values, such as respect for persons and social justice, con-
flicts with the exclusionary immigration laws within which they work
(Furman et al., 2007; Briskman and Zion, 2014). Our interpretation of
Debbie’s separation between her professional and personal self, with dif-
ferent moral responsibilities towards her client and her agency, embodies
this moral conflict and resonates with the work of Nordling (2017) and
Cuadra and Staaf (2014) who also found this tendency amongst the so-
cial workers in their studies.

Yet, we are less convinced by the suggestion that the face-to-face en-
counter between social workers and their clients brings opportunities for
structural change (as suggested by Briskman and Zion, 2014) as the per-
sonal and the professional self were not given equal weight in the narra-
tives. Rather, the professional self, and the agency mandates, were
mostly prioritised. Instead, we suggest that social workers, like Debbie,
are aware of their preferred course of action, but feel powerless because
of the structures (legal, policy and agency) within which they work. We
find the term ‘moral distress’, borrowed from the nursing literature, a
uscful way of conceptualising the experience (Weinberg, 2009). Moral
distress refers to the emotional and psychological effect of being blocked
from pursuing what one believes to be the correct course of action by
structural constraints, which may be political and systemic. We suggest
that Debbie was experiencing moral distress because of her perceived in-
ability to act to improve the circumstances of the undocumented woman
with whom she was working. Debbic was powerless to affect the
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decision to deport the woman and her intervention was ending because
the woman no longer met eligibility criteria for the service. Yet
Debbie’s narrative illustrated the emotional dimensions of closing the
case without effecting any further change.

Limitations

The modest sample size limits the generation of a representative under-
standing of social work practice with undocumented migrants. Yet, the
in-depth interviews offer rich material which contribute to a more nu-
anced understanding of practice with undocumented migrants. This study
relates specifically to the English context, but, given the global dimen-
sions of undocumented migration and the harms that lack of regular im-
migration status causes, the findings about the limited intimacy in the
social worker—service user relationship and the moral distress experi-
enced by social workers in practice with undocumented migrants may
apply in other jurisdictions.

Conclusions

The aim of this article was to examine social workers’ relationships with
and constructions of undocumented migrants. We have argued that so-
cial workers’ flat constructions of undocumented migrants suggested that
working relationships with undocumented clients were ditficult to estab-
lish. This is partly explained by the illusive yet important presence of
‘off stage’ characters in undocumented clients’ lives; the relatives, con-
tacts, employers and migration facilitators who controlled many aspects
of migrants’ lives and discouraged trust with professionals. Social work-
ers were unable to identify or influence these characters, although they
recognised their importance. Finally, we have argued that social workers’
moral formulations about undocumented migrants are emotionally and
ethically complex: practice with undocumented migrants had a deep per-
sonal impact on social workers which we have conceptualised as a form
of ‘moral distress’.
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Introduction

Researchers engaged in examining social issues relating to ‘hidden groups’ face
many ethical challenges. These challenges relate to hidden group vulnerability;
difficulties in identifying and accessing ‘hidden participants’; and the possibility
thatresearch participation may stigmatize orre-traumatize participants. Researchers
have addressed such i1ssues head-on, used creative methods to overcome ethical
constraints (see, for example, Cornwall and Jewkes’ 1995 review of participatory
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methodologies) or, regrettably, occasionally disregarded standard ethical princi-
ples (a notorious example is found in the covert methods used by Humphreys,
1975). In this article, we explore the challenges involved in obtaining ethical
approval for research with one particular hidden group: undocumented Chinese
migrants. First, we provide an overview of the project context, aims and methods.
Next, we examine the nature of the issues raised by the University Research Ethics
Committee (UREC). We argue that these issues are both technical and conceptual
in nature and we outline the response taken to each type of issue. Finally, drawing
on Guillemin and Gillam’s (2004) reflexive approach to research ethics, we ana-
lyse how general principles drawn from our experience about common ethical
concerns can have relevance for qualitative researchers engaged with studies
involving hidden groups.

The project

There is evidence both that the global population of irregular migrants has been
increasing (Koser and Laczko, 2010) and also that undocumented status has been
associated with significant psychological, social and political difficulties (Bloch
et al., 2014). The issues addressed in this article arose from a UK study of 15
Chinese migrants with irregular migration status conducted by the first author and
supervised by the second author. The study design comprised participatory inter-
views (conducted in English and Chinese), adapted from Wang and Burris’s (1997)
photovoice model, in which participants used a provided digital camera to photo-
graph images that conveyed their experiences of irregular migration status. These
visual methods enabled participants to ‘construct accounts of their lives in their
own terms’ (Holloway and Valentine, 2004; 8) and to prompt discussion of partici-
pants’ memories and feelings that interviews alone may not have evoked (Bagnoli,
2009; Harper, 2002).

The ethical issues

The project was submitted to the UREC, which identified three issues with both
technical and conceptual components. These issues related to: the role of the
researcher, the identification of participants and the nature of cross-language
research.

Role of the researcher

Technical concerns. Committee members suggested that participants may be identified
as criminals and queried whether the first author would have a legal duty to report
disclosures of criminality. These concerns contained two key misunderstandings:
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first, that individuals who violate immigration laws are criminals when, in fact, the
majority of immigration offences are civil rather than criminal offences (Aliverti,
2016); second, that researchers have an obligation to report disclosures of criminal
offences made during research.i

In response, the revised second submission to the UREC clarified the legal obli-
gations of researchers by reference to legislation and established UK ethical
frameworks. For example, the authors cited the British Society of Criminology
Statement of Ethics (2015) that states ‘In general in the UK people who witness
crimes or hear about them before or afterwards are not legally obliged to report
them to the police. Researchers are under no additional legal obligations” (11). To
add weight to this position, we drew the committee’s attention to previous empiri-
cal studies relating to irregular migration where researchers have protected the
identities of participants with ‘illegal’ status (see, for example, Bloch et al., (2009)
in the UK and Gonzales, (2011) in the US).

Conceptual concerns. The committee were concerned about how the first author’s
professional identity, as a social worker, might affect the researcher—participant
relationship. The UREC questioned whether the first author’s professional
responsibilities to assist would become paramount if participants requested
support or made disclosures of harm during or after fieldwork. According to
Bell and Nutt (2012) based on their examination of practitioner research, dif-
ferentiating the ‘researcher role’ from the ‘social worker role’ is difficult to
achieve during fieldwork when unanticipated ethical dilemmas and emotions
are likely to emerge.

In response, we provided the committee with a detailed account of how the first
author would respond to safeguarding issues and participant requests for support
during and after fieldwork (which involved signposting to health, legal and educa-
tion support services). In addition, to enhance the first author’s ability to deal
reflexively with emerging dilemmas, supervision with more experienced practi-
tioner-researchers would be used to develop situated responses to fieldwork
problems.

Identification of participants

Technical concerns. The UREC requested a detailed account of how participants’ iden-
tities would be protected, given that participation in the study could potentially
reveal their migration status. The research design involved participant-produced
visual data that would increase the visibility of participants who, out of necessity,
actively hide their undocumented status. Therefore, the researchers were asked to
clarify how photographs and other visual data would be anonymized and where
they would be displayed (and for what purposes).

296



4 Research Ethics 14(3)

In response, the researchers drew on three arguments: recommendations of
researchers in the field of irregular migration (such as Diivell et al., 2010);
methodological debates about visual data (such as Wiles et al., 2008); and
established ethical frameworks (such as the Statement of Ethical Practice for
the British Sociological Association Visual Sociology Group, December 2006)
to develop a protocol that would protect participants’ identities. This protocol
comprised several practical arrangements in addition to the standard practice of
removing real names, addresses and other identifiable details from data. For
example, contrary to the accepted practice of obtaining signed consent forms,
we would follow Diivell et al.’s (2011) recommendations by asking participants
to indicate consent verbally rather than in writing. We would also arrange safe
interview venues where participants would not be identified by others within
their communities. Photographs produced by participants would be edited by
the first author to remove identifiable people, objects and places and plans for
the display of the photographs would be made clear to participants during the
negotiation of consent,

Conceptual concerns. The committee members queried how the manipulation of
participant-produced photographs for anonymization would affect the meaning
that participants intended — a key dilemma for visual researchers. Empirical
studies about researchers’ experiences of using visual methods have suggested
that decisions about how to anonymize visual data (or not) are embedded in
philosophical argument about researcher paternalism and participant autonomy
(Wiles et al., 2012). The scientific validity of visual data that has been signifi-
cantly edited and amended for anonymization also requires consideration.
Although the researchers recognize both philosophical and scientific considera-
tions, the vulnerability of participants due to their undocumented status had to
be considered.

This conceptual question about anonymization prompted a significant amend-
ment to the research design. Initially, the researchers planned to request consent
for the use of participants’ photographs before anonymization. However, to pro-
vide participants with the opportunity to comment on their edited photographs, an
additional consent process was developed that would take place two—four weeks
after the participants’ final interview with the first author. Participants would have
the opportunity to comment on their anonymized photographs and to consider
whether they were satisfied (or not) that: a) their identities were sufficiently pro-
tected, and b) the integrity of their creative work had been maintained. Although
this amendment to the research design did not resolve the committee’s concerns
entirely, it increased participant control over the use of data and it served to reas-
sure the UREC that the researchers were taking steps to manage the challenges
involved in participant identification.

297



Machin and Shardlow 5

Cross-language research

Technical concerns. The committee members asked the researchers to provide clarity
about the interpreter and translators’ qualifications, accountability and connection
with the participants and their communities. Conducting research with interpreters
and translators would complicate assurances given to participants about confiden-
tiality by introducing additional actors into the researcher—participant relationship.
If interpreters and translators were from the same community as participants, the
risk of participants” identities being revealed would be increased and this could
affect the information that participants chose to share. The committee requested
that the researchers develop an approach to ensuring that interpreters and transla-
tors adhere to the standards of confidentiality required in qualitative research with
hidden social groups.

These concerns were addressed by a detailed account in the second submission
to the UREC about interpreter and translator recruitment, working contracts and
whistle-blowing procedures. An agreement of confidentiality for interpreters and
translators was developed. If it transpired that participants and interpreters had a
professional or personal relationship, interviews would be rearranged with an
unknown interpreter.

Conceptual concerns. The committee also asked the researchers to consider how
they would prevent important data from being ‘lost in translation’ given that
translation is more than a simple technical process (Bassnett, 2013). According
to Temple and Edwards (2002), their experience of conducting cross-language
research revealed that language has cultural, political and social meanings,
which create social realitics that are difficult to translate directly between lan-
guages. Furthermore, the use of certain words, phrases or language forms have
been found to be important in identity formation (Temple and Edwards, 2002).
The interpersonal dynamics of the three-way interview between researcher,
participant and interpreter can also, according to Edwards (1998), affect the
data produced. Given the focus on examining participants’ qualitative experi-
ences of undocumented migration status, the choices made during the processes
of face-to-face interpretation and subsequent translation would affect how par-
ticipants’ experiences were understood.

The researchers responded to these concerns in accordance with Edwards’ (1998)
recommendation to increase the visibility of interpreters and translators in qualita-
tive research. First, Edwards recommended working with interpreters before field-
work to decide how interviews would be conducted: who would ask the interview
questions and how would participants be encouraged to elaborate or clarify certain
points. Second, Edwards recommended conceptualizing interpreters as ‘a form of
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key informant’ (1998: 203), which involves understanding the interpreters’ views
of the research topic, their relationship with the researcher and participants and
their thoughts about the interpersonal dynamics of interviews. These requirements
would be satisfied by a pre-interview with the interpreter before fieldwork took
place to understand their views of undocumented migration. Additionally, discus-
sion between the first author and the interpreter following data collection would
focus on linguistic judgements and the translation of culturally sensitive concepts.

These issues were further complicated by the first author’s status as an ‘out-
sider’ conducting research with participants from a minority ethnic population in
the UK. The merits of ‘insider’ and outsider positions in qualitative research con-
tinue to be contested (see, for example, Hockey’s (1993: 199) review of the meth-
odological debates on ‘going native’ and ‘going stranger’). Although the first
author has acquired Chinese language and cultural knowledge through profes-
sional experience of working with Chinese families and two years spent living in
mainland China, she would most likely be considered an outsider by participants
given her white, British citizenship status and her position as an academic
researcher.

To address concerns about the cultural competence embedded in the study
design, several revisions were made. First, the researchers explained that the study
was designed and developed in consultation with Chinese community workers to
ensure that the focus of the project aligned with the needs of the UK Chinese
population. Second, during the data analysis process, the researcher would receive
supervision from Chinese social-work academics from the same language and cul-
tural group as the participants. The involvement of Chinese community advisors
and Chinese social-work academics was designed to challenge the cultural bias of
the researchers.

Discussion

It is important to acknowledge that all ‘the day-to-day ethical issues that arise in
the doing of research’ (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004: 264) cannot be predicted in
advance. However, in our experience, the ethical uncertainty implicit in research
with hidden groups can be managed within a methodological design that creates
opportunities for researchers to discuss issues as they emerge with experienced
colleagues and advisors from the same cultural and linguistic group as the par-
ticipants. We take it as axiomatic that researchers (proposers) who submit a
research proposal focussed on hidden groups to an UREC, of whatever type, will
want their proposal to be approved ideally on the first submission, but certainly
with as few requirements for amendment as possible. Two general guidance
notes can be drawn from our experience of overcoming ethical barriers to
research:
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L. At the outset, and prior to the submission to the UREC, the proposers should
attempt to distinguish those aspects of the proposal that are technical in nature
from those that are conceptual. Ethical issues that are technical in nature can
be satisfied with full and detailed preparation of the case, taking account of
potential technical, legal and practical issues (e.g. technical processes involved
in the management and anonymization of data, and the arrangements in place
to manage working relationships with other actors, such as interpreters or
gatekeepers). Proposers should avoid making assumptions about UREC
members’ knowledge about the legal obligations of the researchers in studies
with hidden social groups; rather these obligations should be explained explic-
itly with reference to relevant legislation, disciplinary codes of ethics and the
approaches used by established researchers in the field.

2. Where, prior to submission, conceptual issues can be identified in the pro-
posal (e.g. relational aspects of fieldwork, professional sensitivities of
researchers, and processes involved in interpretation and representation of
participant views), these may be comparatively more difficult to resolve in
advance than the technical issues. One method of addressing these issues,
drawing on Guillemin and Gillam’s (2004) recommendation, is to adopt a
reflexive approach to research ethics. During the development of research
ethics proposals for studies with hidden groups, researchers can develop
ethically sound and reflexive practices by questioning their own role (and
the role of others), the aim of the research and the impact on participants
(Guillemin and Gillam, 2004) and reflect these in the UREC proposal.

Conclusion

Our experience has demonstrated that overcoming ethical barriers to research with
hidden groups, raised by submission to the University UREC, involved responding
to both technical and conceptual issues relating to research ethics. We acknowledge
that, by definition, our approach to addressing ethics in practice issues is partial, as
it is impossible to anticipate all eventualities before beginning fieldwork. However,
we have argued that qualitative researchers can overcome barriers to research with
hidden groups by developing technical accounts of their studies that include descrip-
tions of the legal duties of researchers, and by developing reflexive approaches to
address the ethical issues that are likely to emerge in practice. Finally, we have sug-
gested that research design should create space for dialogue between researchers
and the wider communities of the hidden group to address the unanticipated ethical
issues that emerge during fieldwork and to challenge researchers’ cultural bias.
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Notes

1. There are specific circumstances in which UK law places a duty on citizens, including
researchers, to report information pertaining to crimes that are damaging to the public
interest. These include;

1. Information in relation to an act of terrorism ( Terrorism Act, 2000).

2. Information about suspected instances of money laundering (Proceeds of Crime
Act, 2002).

3. Information about the neglect or abuse of a child. There is no legal mandate to
report this type of information, but there is an accepted moral obligation which
applies to researchers.
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Appendix B: Literature review tools and examples

Prompts used to inform the critical appraisal of literature (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006)

1 Are the aims and objectives of the research clearly stated?

2 Is the research design clearly specified and appropriate for the aims and
objectives of the research?

3 Do the researchers provide a clear account of the process by which their
findings were produced?

4 Do the researchers display enough data to support their interpretations and
conclusions?
5 Is the method of analysis appropriate and adequately explained?
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Critical appraisal of literature examples

Example A
Beck (2007)
Question The aims of the study are stated. However, the explanation lacks Score
1 clarity. 2/3
Question The research design is clearly stated. However, it is difficult to Score
2 establish if the design is appropriate for the aims and objectives as the 2/3
latter are explained in a limited way.
Question A limited account of the research process is provided. Score
3 Missing information includes: detailed description of the key 2/3
informants who took part in interviews; details of recruitment; context
for the author’s observations which were recorded in a research diary;
detailed information about the media reports
Question Some data (direct quotes from participants) are presented to Score
4 support the author’s claims. However, several claims are not 2/3
warranted by evidence.
Question No explanation of the method of analysis is provided. Missing Score
5 information includes: the author’s approach to analysing interviews, a 1/3
research diary and media reports.
Other Knowledge claims are generalised to the Fujianese in Liverpool, Total
comments with some qualifications relating to the concept of “sub-ethnicity”. score
9/15
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Example B

Lawthom et al. (2013)

Question The aims of the study are clearly stated. Score
1 3/3
Question The research design is clearly stated. The design is appropriate Score
2 for the aims of the study (narrative interviews were used to theorise 3/3
the experiences of Chinese migrant workers).
Question A clear account of the research process is provided. Information Score
3 relating to recruitment and access, participant demographic 3/3
information and changes made to the research design due to the
sensitive nature of the research topic are described.
Question Knowledge claims are warranted with reference to appropriate Score
4 interview data. In accordance with the narrative approach to data 3/3
analysis, large sections of participants’ interviews are quoted in full
alongside biographical summaries of participants.
Question The method of narrative analysis is clearly stated. Score
5 3/3
Other The generalisability of knowledge claims is qualified in Total
comments accordance with the sample size and research design. score
15/15
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Appendix C: Research assistant role

Agreed roles for researcher (Helen) and research assistant (Jo) for interviews conducted in

Putonghua
Activity Who will take the lead?
Welcome participant and thank them for Helen

attending

Give the participant the information
sheet and consent form and ask them to read
and sign if they are happy with it.

Invite participants to ask any questions

they may have.

Helen to introduce the consent form. Jo

to help respond to participant questions.

Ask interview questions

Helen to ask all questions.

Jo to help translate the questions if
participants cannot understand Helen or need
further clarification.

Both Helen and Jo to ask follow-up

questions.

Respond to participants’ narratives

If Helen can’t understand what the
participant is narrating, she will look at Jo.
When there is a natural pause, Jo will
translate a brief summary of the participant’s

words.
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Invite the participants to take part in a
creative activity and a second interview to

discuss creative work

Jo

Ask participant if they know anyone else

who would like to take part in the project

Helen, with Jo’s assistance if required

Thank the participant for their time.

Helen
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Interpreter / translator confidentiality agreement

$41 Keele
o) University

INTERPRETER/ TRANSLATOR CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT

Study Title: Undocumented Young People, Illegality and Social Work.

Name and contact details of Principal Investigator: Helen E. Machin, PhD Candidate, School of Social
Science and Public Policy, Chancellor’s Building, Keele University, ST5 5NH, H.E.Machin@keele.ac.uk.
(Telephone Number: TBC).

L , interpreter/translator agree to:

1. Treat all the research information shared confidentially by refraining from discussing or sharing
the research information in any form or format (e.g., audio files, transcripts, creative work) with
anyone other than Helen Machin.

2. Ensure that | do not reveal the identities of research participants to anyone other than Helen
Machin.
3. Ensure that all research information in any form or format (e.g., audio files, transcripts, creative

work) is secure while it is in my possession. Electronic data will be stored on an encrypted laptop
and other data will be stored in a locked filing cabinet at Keele University.

4, Return all research information in any form or format (e.g., audio files, transcripts, creative work)
to Helen Machin when | have completed the research tasks.

5. Erase or destroy all research information in any form or format regarding this research project
that is not returnable to Helen Machin (e.g. information stored on a computer hard drive).

| understand that if | breach this confidentiality agreement by sharing information about participants
with anyone other than Helen Machin, details of the breach will be shared with my academic
supervisors at Keele University for further discussion.

Page 1 of 2
ERP060715
VersionNo: 2
Date: 07/02/2017
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(Print Name) (Signature) (Date)

Researcher

(Print Name) (Signature) (Date)

If you have any queries about this form or about your role in the project, please do not hesitate to
contact Helen Machin.

Page 20f 2
ERP060715
Version No: 2
Date: 07/02/2017
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Appendix D: Ethical approval

Confirmation of ethical approval of the study

Keele
University

Ref: ERP2319

16" March 2017

Helen Machin

School of Social Science and Public Policy

Keele University

Dear Helen,

Re: Undocumented Young People, lllegality and Social Work
Thank you for submitting your revised application for review.

| am pleased to inform you that your application has been approved by the Ethics Review Panel.
The following documents have been reviewed and approved by the panel as follows:

Document(s) Version Number | Date

Poster Advert 1 05-12-2016
Invitation Letter to young people 1 05-12-2016
Invitation email for social workers 1 05-12-2016
Information Sheet and Consent Form for young people 3 10-03-2017
Information Sheet and Consent Form for social workers 1 05-12-2016
Topic Guide for young people Interview 1 1 05-12-2016
Topic Guide for young people Interview 2 3 10-03-2017
Topic Guide for Social Workers 1 05-12-2016
Guidelines for Creative Work 3 10-03-2017
Interpreter/Translator Confidentiality Agreement 1 05-12-2016
Services for advice and support 1 05-12-2016
Consent Form for Creative Work 2 10-03-2017

If the fieldwork goes beyond the date stated in your application, 30" September 2017, or there
are any other amendments to your study you must submit an ‘application to amend study’ form
to the ERP administrator at research.governance @keele.ac.uk stating ERP2 in the subject line of
the e-mail. This form is available via http://www.keele.ac.uk/researchsupport/researchethics/

Directorate of Engagem
T: +44(0)17

Keele University, Staffordshire ST5 5BG, UK
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If you have any queries, please do not hesitate to contact me via the ERP administrator on
research.governance@keele.ac.uk stating ERP2 in the subject line of the e-mail.

Yours sincerely

o

{\"-j [‘/ ;‘3 cAne e ?r‘u"\

Dr Colin Rigby
Chair — Ethical Review Panel

CcC Rl Manager
Supervisor
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Keele
University

Ref: ERP1304

20" July 2017

Helen E Machin

School of Social Science and Public Policy

Keele University

Dear Helen,

Re: Undocumented Young People, lllegality and Social Work

Thank you for submitting your second application to amend study, informing us that in response to issues that
have arisen during fieldwork, you intend to a) broaden the unit of analysis of the study and b} include 6 key
informants interviews. | am pleased to inform you that your application has been approved by the Ethical

Review Panel.

The following document have been reviewed and approved by the Panel as follows:-

Document Version Date

Information Sheet and Consent Form for Chinese Participants 4 18-07-2017
Information Sheet and Consent Form for Social Workers 2 18-07-2017
Topic Guide for Social Work Managers 1 18-07-2017
Topic Guide for Chinese Key Informants 1 18-07-2017

Just to remind you, if the fieldwork goes beyond the 30" September 2017, or there are any other
amendments to your study you must submit an ‘application to amend study’ form to the ERP administrator at
research.governance @keele.ac.uk stating ERP2 in the subject line of the e-mail. This form is available via
http://www.keele.ac.uk/researchsupport/researchethics/

If you have any queries, please do not hesitate to contact me via the ERP administrator on
research.governance @keele.ac.uk stating ERP2 in the subject line of the e-mail.

Yours sincerely

("’,'A 77{ I‘/ / J\ cAne T {{_. M
o 7

Dr Colin Rigby
Chair = Ethical Review Panel

cC Rl Manager

Supervisor
Directorate of Engagement & Partnerships
T: +44(0)1782 734467

Keele University, Staffordshire ST5 5BG, UK
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Keele

UNIVERSITY

16/03/2018

Dear Helen

Pl: Helen Machin
Title: Undocumented Chinese families and social work
Ref: ERP2319

Thank you for your request to amend your study.

| am pleased to inform you that your request, received on 7" March 2018, has been
approved by the Ethical Review Panel.

If the fieldwork goes beyond the date stated or there are any other amendments to your
study you must submit an ‘application to amend study’ form to the ERP administrator at

research.governance@keele.ac.uk stating ERP2319 in the subject line of the e-mail. This
form is available via http://www.keele.ac.uk/researchsupport/researchethics/

If you have any queries, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely
PP.

Dr Valerie Ball
Chair - Ethical Review Panel
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Information sheet and consent form

o Keele
8 University

Information Sheet

B e

Project Title:
i B B 3 B

My Experiences: Chinese People’s lives in the UK

FeHIZESS: HH[E A 25 F
HIAE

Yow are irvited to teloe. pert s nesssnch projece.
WIE Z X ANt 5 B

Here iz miore information:

Tl At A R

1 Who is carmying out the project?

e EE?

The person canrying out the research project is Helen Machin. Helen is stodying fora
Doctorate at Kesle Universitg. IF thene is anything that you do not undersmnd or if

you would like more information, please talk to Helen, You can find her teiephone
rumber znd email ot the end of this form.
|u -:? §l .'I_' i E j': }.lj'_lll'._l I-t L .I.' [t -!Jl £ _l{l‘; |_.':__:-_I - %

0 o+
R N | A LA

AR IR TR (o] #R, A WA A LHE 1 (R] BRI ) 5% 18 BT
fEid. FfElG Ll T BiNERSESAlT, Hil!
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2. Whatis the project sbout?
AT EH AT
The project i about the expesences of Chiness people in the UK who may haue
diffenulties with their migrateon status or may heve had difficuites in the past with
theeir migration stus. The project will also look at social work with Chinese people.

3. Dol heve totake part?
BT

Yes NoO
= 4

©0

Mo, you do not have to take part in the project.

r
im ! - 2y AT

If wous want to tske part, you will be mrven 3 oonsent form o sign. I you sign the
oonsent form, you can still withdrarey from the study st any time without ghng 3
reason. Vou can also ask for any information that you hawe shared to be removed
from the study until September 2007, I vou do withcraw from the sthudy, it will not
affesct ywour magraton status or 2y of the senices that you neoeive.

iR . ey R B R S ] LS oe] N o e T AT D

Please ke your time o decide if you want bo tzke part or not. Yoo might find &
heipful o =ik to a friend or family member about @kine part in the soedy.
b L i - b b

{F 48] W W it AT S TR ARER Sl T

| Bl
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4. What will happen to me if | teke part?
i R e

Yoo will take part in 2 interviews. Each interview will teke aboart 1 howr. i you
would fike to speak in Chinese during the interviews, an interpreter n be srmanged.
WS 2 WORW. WRTUEE 1 e, MRS R
LAF, WA

if you szree, both intervdews will be sudio recorded and then written into a scrips for
Hel=n to read. The reconding wall only be used for reseanch purposes.

{EEH A If"_l"F LT _:..'J!'l.f;: ¥ LA ||!.‘|'.I.:.|I| Fll', 14 i .IH'E- |-_J.I‘.|\_' e R -
AT e R R s e 1

LAINLAE g g g = A o o T

e 1- 715 1

(’:m.-m-i hcﬂedtﬂ'l:ul.uhmrtrm.r-\\, 2 - 2wl [ater

life in the UK You 'will alco be scived
SOTIE questions Bhout how your
rliEr-u'IEinrt:th.ls'u:ﬂ'bd: your =
P wi b:mt:l:lrr:,'mlmt:mr
et & socisl worker, [ you have,
you will e msked 1o talk about this
experience You will then be sven s
cigital camera and & iourmal with
pars so that you can ke

, e orsynte amout
your e in the UK befions the
sacond inErviEw,

N P
Mmae: 1053 IFLT

2-4 05

| —
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Interview 2 50 2

f(:m nﬂlau..t:dt-:hrh‘l.ﬁ'd-.;‘\l

dizyial comers back to the
intu'l.rien'lln:nE'u'i'mm,l
I:I-I'Il'l'irlﬁs ur'-riﬁrﬁfwrml:
dorme You will o= asked 1o

Iﬂ.kwlllﬂl:ml:l:ﬂﬁl'upfﬂ,

I:I.I'H'l'ir'Eﬂ:l'H:I'l'l'i'l:ir‘E.

_'..i_l_ i Iz sl T

T LB f AR
1h | 5 s, L —
- L o T R |




5. How will | be repaid for taking the time to take part?
mEm, RefETLEnERT

To thark you for t=king the time to tzke part in the project, you will be given 2 £20
voucher of your choics st the end of the second imberview.

":"_|_-;:l.::;|_-_-_ R e [ -'..l-_|!_'_ B Y S e N R

L

. Bre there sy risks or benefits imeoheed?
S T R R

Thits project s not connected with the UK powemment or ary other official body.
Information about you and your migration status will not be shared with the UK
goreernmernt or Home Cfice

[ L AR r AT T o i O e i T

' i P Ef R .

To protect your idemntity, ywour real name will not be reconded at any point in the
project. Helen will 35k you to choose 3 pseudonym {a different name) to be used in
your interviews, Helen will zizo use Photoshop to edit youwr photographs, deewsangs
ard writing o miske sure that you cannot be idertified. However, plezse only shane
irformation, phatographs, drawings and writing that you feel comfortabile sharing.
Helen will talk with yiou about this

You may become upset or embarmessed during your inferdiews. You will be abista
S0 interesEws o take bresis ot any time

i K= ol i | I s N | kAE i e Lo

By teking part in the project, you will be helping to tefll others what it islike tobe 2
Chinese person in the UK who has difficulties with mig=tion status. Helen will us=
whiat she finads ot to ask policy makers and sodal workers to improve things for
peopie who have difficulties with their migration status.  You miay find that you
enjoy talking sbout your IFe and being ceative. However, thene is no guarantes that
taking part in the project will improve: things for you or affect yowr migrstion status
in @y way.
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7. How will informaton about me be used?
e R N T

Helen will write & report 2t the end of the project which will explain whiat she fournd
oart @bout the expeniences of Chinese people i the UK. This is clied o PhD thesis.
Hezben will also write artickes sbout the project: which el be pubiished in joumals for
academics snd professionals to read. Helen will use your photographs, drawings and
writing to hold an exhibition 22 Keele University and at an art gallery in Manchester.
Your rezl name, photographs of you and sny other information that may identify you
will rot 2ppearin the report and articles that Helen writes. You can choose if you
would fike your quotes snd your photographs, drawings and writing o be ussd in
this wan

if wou agree, Heden will keep the anomymized written script of your interview and
your edited photographs, drawings and writing to use in futune ressarch. However,
the sudio recordings of your interviews will be destroyed when the project ends.

1 W [l Helar 1750250 040 (00 | S R P R N Y Lt
§. Who will know about the information | share in the study?
R R R R T

Oinly Heden will kreows youir real name. Other information you share during the
project will be seen by Helen, an intenpreter {if you decde to use one), and Helen's
twn supervisors. Your information will be kept on 3 computer with 3 password that
only Helen can scoess. Photogrephs or descriptions of working without 3 penmit,
driwings without 2 licerse and using fals== migr=tion documents will ot be handed to
the pofice or to the UK sovernment. - However, you need to know that 3 government
agenoy could request that information from the research project is produced. 5o far,
the UK povernament has never asked 2 nessancher like Helen to do this, butit is
impartant that you think abous this posshility when dedding what informagion, you
are- comfortzble sbout sharing. i you share information which suggests that 2 child
iz at risk of significent harm, @ refemsd will be made to the relevant locad suthority's
children's servioes and to the police. This could afect your migration status and youwr
right to remain in the LI

BRI NI o sy LT 45 He 19
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9. 'What if there is & problem?
T AT

if you have 2 problem abolt any part of the project. pleaze spezk to Helen who will
co her best o anseer your guestions.. IF you are unrhapoy about the project and you
want to make 3 complaint, please write to Nicola Leishton who deals with Keele
University's rnesearch project complaints. Micola's address is:-

L T | |'.'-.-'.|_'E._._:.. L e 1= f

Micola Leighton, 11} 4 Lo () e fit b

Kicola Lejshton

Beseginch Gowvernance Officer

Directorate of Engzmement and Partnerships
IC2 Biuilding

Fesle Universiy

573 ShH

E-mail: nuleirbooni® beele acuk
Tel- 01752 733306

Hm“mmwmmmm?&t
ST R . F i .

Contact details of Researcher:
ol A O I TR s

Helden Machin & 1} )

School of Social Science and Public Policy
Keele Universiny
Contact E-Mail: 1l ["B24¥ HEMschin@Kesle ac uk
Contact Telephone Nomber- (5. 07408735441
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CONSENT FORM
= 15

Project Tite:
M}r Experrences Chinese Peaple in the UK

R H: PFA 7 HE T
HI 7%

Piemse tick the box if you agres with the statement.
g | ] I .

i. 1have readthe information sheet for the ijnct W&pﬂr‘lm Chingse Feopke in
LI mined | e Paset the apporbunity 1o sk questions.

L | understand thet | don't bave to take Jﬂ-rtl'ﬂLhEF'EljbEtﬂﬁilmnﬁTﬂldmﬂtﬂ.n'll
time. '

3. lagres totake partin this project.

& | agres toalicw the informetion | share bo be ised for fubure reseanch projects.

3 Imgree to be mefnced about the possibiity of taking part in future resasrch
projads.

6. |mzresfor mmy anonymized quotes to be wmed in reponts, stides and sxhibitions in
connechon with the shady,
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Participant Pseudonym Date [ Mark of Agreement Tp3AR

F[un)

ZHHEH
Researcher W91 2 Date H 1 Signature %44
Version No: 3

Date: 10/03/2017
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Topic guide

Keele
University

TOPIC GUIDE

Project Title: Picturing My Experiences: Chinese People in the UK
Participants will be asked to choose a pseudonym to be used during interviews and in all future uses of
the interview data.

Introduction: Thank you for agreeing to take part in the project. The project is about the experiences of
Chinese people in the UK who may have difficulties with their migration status. The project will also
look at social work with Chinese people. In today’s interview, | will ask you to talk about your everyday
life, paying attention to how your migration status affects you. | will also ask you some questions about
your experience with social workers. Can | remind you that you can stop the interview at any time, take
a break, or withdraw from the study. Would you like to ask me any questions about the project or
about today’s interview? Let’s begin by confirming some personal details.

Demographic Information:

Age: Education:
Sex: Employment:
Length of time in the UK: Living situation:

Opening question

Can you tell me your story of migrating to the UK?

Semi-Structred Questions
Eamily: Can you tell me about your family?
Education/ Work: Can you talk about your experiences of school/ college/ university /work?
Social life: Can you talk about your friends (in the UK and elsewhere)?
Migration status:
1. Are there times when your migration status feels more important? Can you talk about the
people or places that make your migration status feel more important?
2. Are there times or places when your migration status feels less important? Can you talk about
the people or places that make your migration status feel less important?

3. Have you ever come in to contact with a social worker?
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- If so, can you talk about the experience?
- If not, do you know what social workers do? Would you ask for help or support from social
workers?
4. Have you ever tried to change or challenge your migration status? Can you talk about this?

Change/ Support: Can you talk about any big changes that have happened in your life? What caused
these changes? Can you talk about where /who you go to for help and support?

Is there anything else you would like to add/ talk about?

Probes
Could you tell me more about x?

How did x make you feel?

Conclusion: Thank you for taking part in the project. If you have any questions about any part of the
project, you can contact me and | will do my best to answer your questions.

Page 20f 2

ERP060715
Version No: 2

Date: 07/02/2017

323



	etheses coversheet 2021.pdf
	Machin PhD 2023.pdf



