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Abstract 

This project critically analyzes how the daily lives of ‘irregular’ migrants in Canada are 

socially produced and navigated. Building on the recent work of critical migration 

scholars, I study ‘illegalization’ as an exploitative sociopolitical process produced not 

only by laws but also state and non-state agents who draw upon legal and illegal practices 

to achieve their aims. Deportability is defined as the palpable sociopolitical condition 

generated by ‘illegalization,’ and a chief disciplinary tactic that renders migrants 

vulnerable and exploitable as cheap laborers for capital. While deportation studies are 

growing around the world, so far little is known about the daily experiences of 

‘illegalized’ migrants and the subjective life produced under deportable conditions; this is 

especially the case in Canada, where research on ‘illegalization’ is in its early stages. This 

study takes a cultural psychological perspective and employs critical ethnographic 

methods to study the subjectivities of Polish ‘illegal’ migrants living in Toronto and 

Mississauga, Canada. Specifically, I examine the mixed and contradictory contexts faced 

by these migrants as well as how migrants interpret and navigate their unequal conditions 

to build their lives as non-status residents. Analyses of both interview and participant 

observations reveal how ‘illegal’ migrants experience systematic fears, threats, and 

concerns, which motivate them to develop kombinowanie and other psychological and 

social tactics conducive for surviving their unequal conditions. I adopt a trajectory 

approach to map these developments in lived time and show how various sociopolitical 

imperatives coalesce to generate vulnerable subjects who suffer from an adverse 

psychosocial condition; namely, chronic deportability. I differentiate chronic 

deportability from acute moments of deportability to expose the psychosocial dynamics 

of deportable life and trace how migrant ‘illegalization’ functions via various gradations 

of fear produced in recurring, cyclical forms. While the major findings confirm that 

deportability operates to exploit migrants who choose to work in unequal conditions, I 

show how migrants are not unilaterally determined by the demands of deportation 

regimes. Specifically, the final chapter draws upon critical psychological research to 

examine how migrants express more subtle, psychological forms of resistance that 

undermine the impositions of deportability and may lead to broader sociopolitical 

transformations. 
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  Chapter 1: The Production of ‘Irregular’ Migration 

 

“Illegality” is the product of immigration laws—not merely in the abstract 

sense that without the law, nothing could be construed to be outside of the 

law; nor simply in the generic sense that immigration law constructs, 

differentiates, and ranks various categories of “aliens”—but in the more 

profound sense that the history of deliberate interventions that have 

revised and reformulated the law has entailed an active process of 

inclusion through “illegalization.”  

(De Genova, 2002, p. 439) 

 

“A czego mam się bać [Why should I be scared]?!” He says he ‘works 

hard, doesn’t hurt or bother anyone, pays his taxes [as a subcontractor], 

uses [public transit], does jobs that in fact Canadians don’t want to do. 

What reasons does he have to fear anyone?’ 

(Gawin, 02/20/2013)1 

 
1.1 Introduction  

 As of April 1, 2015, all low-skilled temporary foreign workers who have lived 

and worked in Canada for at least four years are prohibited from extending their work 

permits and must wait at least four years before they can re-apply to work in the country 

again. In the interim, they may either leave Canada for a period of four years or they may 

remain in Canada legally as tourists or students without employment authorization. If 

they choose to continue working without authorization, they will be doing so illegally and 

will be subject to deportation. (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2015) 

 Leaders of migrant justice groups have described these changes as Canada’s 

largest deportation order to date. Prior to their enactment, widespread protests across the 

country sought to repeal them, but to no avail. A specially formed “Campaign Against 4 

                                                
1 This is a quote from my field notes. I use double quotation marks to indicate direct quotes from 
participants and single quotation marks to indicate my paraphrasing of participants’ statements. See 
Chapter 4, section 4.1.1 for more details on this punctuation.  
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Year Limit on Migrant Workers” circulated a petition that included the following 

statement: 

We migrant workers know that government policies divide Canadian and migrant 

workers. Popular myths that migrant workers are stealing jobs and driving down 

wages of Canadian workers are untrue. The problem is with provincial laws that 

allow us to be paid less, and deny us real protection to ask for our rights. The 

solution is not to get rid of us ... (No 4 and 4 Campaign, 2015) 

 

 Just how many temporary workers and other migrants end up overstaying their 

permits in Canada is difficult to gauge given the inherent problems with calculating 

underground populations. Estimates of irregular migrants in Canada have been wide-

ranging: the most recent governmental report approximates anywhere between 80,000 to 

500,000 non-status persons in the country (Canada, 2009, “Standing Committee on 

Citizenship and Immigration”), whereas other estimates have ranged from 200,000 

(Jimenez, 2006) to 500,000, with most living and working in big city centers, especially 

Toronto and Montreal (Lakoff, 2013). Despite their inexactitude, there is no question that 

these numbers have risen in recent decades, and that Canadians, like other members of 

advanced neoliberal economies, will not be able to ignore them indefinitely. 

 This project is about the lived experiences of persons who, for one reason or 

another, end up entering, living, and/or working in Canada without the proper 

authorization to do so. Diverse names have been used to refer to such migrants—

irregular, undocumented, unauthorized, illegal, clandestine, etc.—depending on the 

migrant group of interest and who is interested. Because most ‘irregular’ migrants in 

Canada arrive with documentation and only later lose status either by overstaying or 

engaging in activities outside of the range of their permit (e.g., work), academics and 

political advocates often use ‘non-status’ over ‘undocumented’ in this context.  

 My work is not concerned with taxonomies of irregular migration so much as the 

process of ‘illegalization’ and the kinds of ‘illegal’ existences that it generates. 

Specifically, I follow De Genova (2002) and other critical migration scholars who study 

‘illegalization’ as a dynamic, sociopolitical, legal, and administrative process. ‘Illegal’ 

will thus be deliberately left in quotes to emphasize the social construction of migrant 
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‘illegality,’ and I will do the same with the term ‘irregular’ when I discuss it from such a 

critical perspective. Notably, I discuss irregular migration without quotes when I review 

research perspectives that do not draw on this critical framework.  

 Notably, while research on ‘illegalization’ in Canada is at its early stages, scholars 

have traced how Canada’s immigration policies generate multiple kinds of less-than-full 

statuses, which, because they comprise increasingly diverse and changing forms, exceed 

traditional binary classifications (e.g., legal/illegal, regular/irregular, 

documented/undocumented, etc.). For this reason, Goldring, Berinstein, and Bernhard 

(2009) propose “precarious status” as a more suitable concept for capturing the diversity 

of ‘illegalized’ migrants in Canada, and my research agrees with this approach. However, 

I deliberately bring attention to the term ‘irregular’ because it has been recently adopted 

in Canada’s Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (2001) and in this sense ‘irregular’ 

has become the accepted legal term for constructing migrant ‘illegality’ in Canada.  

 This chapter begins with a general introduction to the problem of ‘illegal’ 

migration and to the purpose of this study. Thereafter I discuss the research literature 

more specifically, its origins and distinct research streams. Although research on irregular 

migration originates in the general migration literature, I point to the ways that the latter 

has grown inadequate for explaining the growing numbers of irregular migrants 

worldwide. For this reason, I argue for critical migration perspectives that can better 

explain the historical production of ‘irregular’ migration in Canada. Critical migration 

scholarship is at its early stages however, both in Canada and internationally. Moreover, 

even less is known about the lives of migrants who are ‘illegalized’ and rendered 

deportable. My study seeks to address these shortcomings with a critical ethnography of 

deportability in the Canadian context. In Chapter 2, I outline my research methodology 

and explain how it addresses my psychological focus. 

 

1.2 Irregular Migration: A Growing Global Issue 
 Over the last few decades, social scientific research on irregular migration has 

developed substantially given the growing visibility and politicization of irregular 

migration worldwide. Irregular migrants have become a top concern not only in 

migration policies, but also in economic development and international cooperation 
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(Castles & Miller, 2009). Most scholars agree: globalizing capitalism, mixed demands 

and pressures of advanced nation states, as well as increasing technological advances in 

mobility and communication have enabled increasingly voluminous, ethnically 

diversified, and mixed migratory movements that have challenged national borders, 

sovereignty, as well as conceptions of citizenship. Not only is a growing number of 

persons with social and economic capital moving out of less developed into more 

developed countries, but an even greater number of displaced and/or discontented persons 

with few skills and capital are also seeking resettlement. In response to these movements, 

advanced capitalist societies such as Canada, United States, Australia, and Europe have 

tightened their immigration laws, prioritizing high quality migrants seen as immediately 

capable of contributing to national economies, and refusing low skilled or underskilled 

migrants deemed to be either of lesser value or posing threats to state security (cf. Castles 

& Miller, 2009; Hollifield, Martin, & Orrenius, 2014). 

 Growing constraints and structures of mobility thus generate an international 

mobility regime that orders movements of bodies in unequal ways. Migrants with 

socioeconomic capital are readily granted opportunities to travel, explore, and indulge in 

personal journeys and professional mobility, whereas thousands of others are limited to 

temporary or illegal routes for resettlement. In 2004, the International Labor Organization 

estimated that between 10 to 15 percent of international migrants were living in an 

“irregular situation” (International Labour Organization, 2004), which would today 

amount to about 20-30 million persons (Koser, 2010). Currently the United States boasts 

the largest absolute number of undocumented migrants, an estimated 11.9 million (Passel 

& Cohn, 2008), whereas the total population of irregular migrants in the EU25 is 

estimated at 4.1-7.3 million, with Germany and the UK hosting their greatest 

concentrations (Düvell, 2005). 

 The proliferation of migration statuses in turn marks a new era of immigration 

policy and by extension, citizenship. Gone are the days when immigration law could be 

seen as a cohesive and effective system of exclusion and inclusion, practiced at the 

territorial border of nation-states. Within an international mobility regime, neoliberal 

economies do not control but manage immigration flows, and not through exclusion at 

the border but through differential segregation within the nation-state (Andrijasevic, 
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2009). With growing numbers of temporary and/or less-than-full citizens, immigration 

laws and policies are generating diverse relations between migrants and the state, turning 

citizenship status into a significant mode of stratification wherein those deemed ‘illegal’ 

occupy the lowest ranking, forced as they are to navigate “spaces of nonexistence” 

(Coutin, 2003) sorted by degrees of non-compliance with the law (Battistella, 2008).2  

 Richmond (1994) provides a compelling comparison of this situation to the 

conditions imposed during the South African apartheid. “Pass laws, work permits, 

segregated housing locations, restricted travel, deprivation of voting and other citizenship 

rights, removal to ‘homelands,’ and draconian enforcement measures have all been used 

by governments against illegal immigrants and asylum-seekers” (Richmond, 1994, p. 64). 

Astonishing as they may sound, these circumstances are not unlike those endured by 

many migrants in Canada. ‘Illegal’ migrants in Canada live, work, and raise their children 

in the shadows of society, having limited access to legal rights, social services, and 

healthcare, and report ongoing fear of apprehension and deportation. My study of their 

experiences will in turn demonstrate how Canada’s immigration restrictions are less 

about outright exclusion than they are about dispensing with and redirecting migrant 

energies in ways that thwart them from rising above their unequal status.  

 Oppression has no meaning without resistance however (Hardt & Negri, 2009). 

Just as growing restrictions on mobility immortalize an ancient history of banishment and 

exile, and more recent colonization and racial discrimination (Walters, 2002), migrants 

rights organizations are growing increasingly visible nationally and transnationally, 

putting pressures on nation-state agents to recognize their rights (Nyers, 2010). 

Grassroots movements such as the ‘sans-papiers’ in France or ‘No One is Illegal’ in 

Canada share knowledge, contest deportations, challenge apprehensions, demand social 

and health services, and in all this transform public understandings of migrants as 

criminals. In 2006, massive migrant protests across the United States challenged 

restrictive immigration laws and significantly pressed politicians—both Republicans and 

                                                
2  Battistella (2008) distinguishes between three levels of compliance. “Compliant migrants are legally 
resident and working in full compliance with the employment restrictions attached to their immigration 
status. Non-compliant migrants are those without the right to reside in the host country (i.e. those “illegally 
resident”). Semi-compliance indicates a situation where migrants are legally resident but working in 
violation of some or all of the employment restrictions attached to their immigration status.  
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Democrats—to address their unequal status (Ferre et al., 2006). President Obama’s 

famous “yes we can” campaign borrowed directly from the migrant rights movement and 

since then his office has pushed for immigration reforms that involve regularizing non-

status residents (De Genova, 2009). Although success at the federal level is stagnating, 

over 36 American cities have adopted “Sanctuary City” policies that service municipal 

residents regardless of immigration status—and recently Toronto (in 2013) and Hamilton 

(in 2014) have made similar declarations (Keung, 2013; Nursall, 2014).  

 Both the global persistence and resistance on the part of migrants complicates 

theories that fail to explain how migrants themselves understand and contribute to 

irregular migration. Accordingly, scholars have recently called for more complex theories 

that avoid oversimplifying illegal migration either to an unwarranted consequence of 

inadequate migration control or to the deliberate criminal acts of law-breaking migrants, 

viewing illegal migration as a process constituted both by broader structural forces and 

by migrant decision-making (Anderson & Ruhs, 2010; Bloch & Chimienti, 2011; Koser, 

2010).  

 My work addresses this call via an arguably more critical line of research, which 

observes ‘illegalization’ as a sociopolitical process and deportability as the palpable 

sociopolitical condition that characterizes ‘illegal’ migrant existence and makes it 

vulnerable to exploitation (De Genova, 2002). Specifically, I employ deportability as a 

framing concept to critically examine the experiences of precarious ‘illegalized’ migrants 

from Poland living in Mississauga and Toronto, Canada. From a critical psychological 

perspective, I am especially interested in the psychic life generated by ‘illegalization’; 

alternatively, I seek a psychology of deportability. What is it like to live in deportable 

conditions? What kinds of subjects form in these unequal contexts? And how do these 

subjects variably respond and contribute to ‘illegalization’? These are the general 

research questions that this thesis addresses. 

 
1.3 Irregular Migration: General Scholarship 

 There is a vast social scientific literature on irregular migration. To begin, there is 

no obvious divide between this work and the extensive body of social scientific research 

on immigration more generally, which both predates and outlines mainstream 
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explanations of irregular migration. Yet, in recent years, the persistence of irregular 

migration has challenged general migration theories within which irregular migrants are 

conceptualized as a ‘problem to be solved’ in order to study irregular migration as a 

unique sociopolitical phenomenon in its own right (Bloch & Chimienti, 2011).  

 Migration studies in the West were initially a major concern for economists, but 

soon sociologists, political scientists, anthropologists, historians, geographers, legal 

scholars and others developed a broad immigration literature that nowadays tends to be 

differentiated from strictly economic approaches to migration.3  In the last quarter 

century, transformations in the global scope, speed, and diversity of migration patterns—

what Castles and Miller (2009) dub “the Age of Migration”—have generated a growing 

interest in migration issues that has produced an array of complex, multi-faceted accounts 

of international migration that differ markedly from one another (Arango, 2000). Despite 

this diversity, a general consensus can be discerned in the mainstream literature with 

respect to irregular migration. Portes and DeWind (2007) summarize it as follows: 

“[Irregular flows] emerge out of the clash between attempts to enforce borders by 

receiving states and the mutually supportive forces of migrant motivations, their 

networks, and employer demand for low wage labor in host societies” (p. 13). This “clash 

of forces,” the authors continue, has in recent decades led to “paradoxical outcomes” and 

“series of unexpected consequences,” including periodic regularization programs, 

economic migrants turning into political refugees, and the growth and tacit permission of 

underground labor among others (p. 14).   

 More elaborately, irregular migration results from “tensions” between 

inconsonant and diverse micro (social), meso (national), and macro (global) level factors. 

At the macro level, growing disparities between powerful advanced states (North 

America, Western Europe, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand) and poorer nation states 

(in Latin America, Asia, and Africa) are motivating more and more persons to move from 

Southern to North countries. These movements are premised upon unequal policies in the 

areas of trade, international cooperation, and foreign affairs, formulated by agents in the 

                                                
3 Economic theories tend to focus on the cost/benefits analyses of migration, whereas other social scholars 
are interested in (a) what motivates migrants to move; (b) how immigrants change after their arrival 
(referring to issues of adaptation, assimilation, pluralism, and return to homelands); (c) the impact of 
migration on economic, sociocultural, and political institutions (Portes & DeWind, 2007). 
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global North. Further, advances in communication technology and developments in 

mobility facilitate access to information about the promising circumstances in advanced 

states as well as make travel more available in less developed areas. In this context, 

transnational networks as well as a rising ‘migration industry’ made up of legal agents, 

employers, recruiters, human smugglers and traffickers, etc. increasingly facilitate 

irregular migrant movements (Castles & Miller, 2009). 

 Most importantly, between broader global forces and the movements of migrants 

via social networks are the governments of industrialized nations, who seek to control 

migration flows using immigration policies. Scholars note how immigration laws in 

Northern states have grown increasingly restrictive since the 1980s, backed by concerns 

over large refugee numbers, anti-immigrant rhetoric, and border security concerns. The 

rise of irregular migrants is directly linked to these changing policies, which gives the 

impression that they are ‘failing’ in their purported aims. Hollifield et al. (2014) explain 

that “the gap between the goals and results of national immigration policy (laws, 

regulations, executive actions, and court rulings, to name a few) is growing in the major 

industrial democracies thus provoking greater public hostility toward immigrants in 

general (regardless of legal status) and putting pressure on political parties and 

government officials to adopt more restrictive policies” (p. 3). 

 While growing ‘failures’ and ‘gaps’ have raised questions about the ‘true’ 

intentions of state agents, migration scholars emphasize the unpredictable mixture of 

factors that contribute to the migration process and call for ‘more effective’ policies that 

recognize this complexity.  As Castles (2007) explains, governments of immigrant and 

emigrant countries are confronted by the contradictory interests of political parties, trade 

unions, workers rights organizations, employers, firm owners, the public and civil society 

as they determine migration policies. Another contradiction lies between the “national 

logic of migration control and the transnational logic of international migration in an 

epoch of globalization” (p. 31). Further, immigration policies are premised upon 

neoclassical economic assumptions that treat migrants as utilitarian agents, and migration 

as if it could be turned on and off like a tap. Migrants do not come and go depending on 

economic circumstances exclusively, nor do bureaucratic regulations effectively 

determine their movements. Ultimately, new policies need to recognize how migration is 
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a complex social process marked by its own dynamics, directed as these are by migrant 

agency, self-sustaining migratory processes, and the growing trends toward the 

dependence of emigration and immigration countries on continual migration movements 

(Castles, 2007, p. 47).  

 Taken together, general migration theory explains irregular migration as an 

‘unexpected consequence’ of a complex sociopolitical process marked by diverse 

tensions and clashes, produced as these are by a mixture of micro, meso, and macro-level 

determinants. Not surprisingly, a first wave of research on irregular migration emerged in 

the 1980s in an effort to ‘solve the problem,’ and developed alongside growing public 

and political concerns over these tensions, especially in the US and Europe (Anderson & 

Ruhs, 2010; Bloch & Chimienti, 2011). Since then however, the literature on irregular 

migration has both expanded and diversified. While scholars continue to debate policy 

issues based on analyses of different contexts (e.g., Giugni & Passy, 2006; Jandl, 2007), 

new analytical categories (Battistella, 2008; Ruhs & Anderson, 2010), measures (Koser, 

2010; Massey & Capoferro, 2007), and growing empirical research have turned irregular 

migration into a distinct field of study. Most importantly, the persistence and increase of 

irregular migrant numbers have made it increasingly difficult to view the issue as an 

‘unexpected result’ or ‘resolvable problem.’ A recent stream of critical scholarship has 

elaborated this point, challenging research driven by the acclaimed aims of policy and 

focusing instead on studying ‘illegality’ as a ‘phenomenon in its own right,’ that is, as a 

distinct epistemological, methodological, and political problem (De Genova, 2002).  

 
1.4 Critical Migration Studies and the Canadian Case 

  

 1.4.1 Basic Assumptions. Critical studies of migrant ‘illegality’ have grown 

especially in anthropology but also in other social sciences, including legal studies, 

history, sociology, and political science (Fassin, 2011). In his seminal article, migration 

scholar De Genova defines ‘illegalization’ as the “legal production of migrant 

‘illegality’” (p. 243) and elaborates a framework for studying the sociopolitical 

conditions under which persons become constructed as ‘illegal.’ As mentioned above, 

‘illegal’ is deliberately left in quotes to emphasize this process and avoid reifying or 
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naturalizing ‘illegality.’ De Genova’s position is premised primarily upon 

ethnographically informed research, which has the unique ability to observe how 

‘illegality’ is produced ‘on the ground,’ not only by laws, but by nation-state rulers and 

agents, employers, and a diversity of social actors who may appear unconnected to the 

government but who nonetheless engage in practices that produce knowledge about 

‘illegality.’ While this resonates with the kind of complex explanations advanced in 

general migration theories, from a critical perspective, ‘illegalization’ is saturated by state 

power and viewed as an efficient global regime whose major function is to exploit 

migrant labor (cf. De Genova & Peutz, 2010).  
 Critical perspectives differ from the general literature with respect to their 

analytical starting points. The problem with general migration studies is that, in their 

effort to ‘fix’ irregular migration, they assume the perspective of nation-state rulers and 

bureaucrats. Viewing migrants as the problem and current policies as failure, general 

migration scholars produce ‘scientific’ knowledge that legitimizes ‘more effective’ 

policies that support, expand, and re-direct migration control (Andrijasevic, 2010). In 

contrast, critical scholars begin their analyses from the perspective of “the free movement 

of the people” (Harris, as cited by De Genova, 2002, p. 421). From here it is not migrants 

but the state that is the problem, and the goal is to question not only the goals of state 

agents and immigration policies, but also the broader politics of citizenship, deportability, 

and the state.  

 To study ‘illegality’ is not to study ‘undocumented people’ but the way that 

‘illegality’ is produced by the law and agents in historically specific contexts.4 For this 

De Genova (2002) insists that researchers examine ‘illegalization’ from both sides of 

what Heyman and Smart (1999) describe as the “state/illegal practices nexus.” As the 

name suggests, this means treating states and illegal practices not as opponents but 

counterparts. From this view, the law is not a monolithic, determined, or ordered 

system—as hegemony would suggest—but rather, it is a web of legal and illegal 

practices that both state and non-state agents alike take up at various points as options 

and resources available to further their interests. State agents rely on the hegemony of the 
                                                
4 As De Genova (2002) points out, by treating migrants themselves as distinct epistemological objects, 
social scientists inadvertently contribute to the production of those migrants’ ‘illegality.’ In contrast, critical 
scholars trace the production of ‘illegality’ as a distinct sociopolitical condition (p. 423). 
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law to mask their involvement in what are in actuality empirically ambiguous, 

indeterminate, and disordered practices involving both legal and nonlegal modalities. 

State rulers do not impose their power unilaterally, nor are they actually concerned with 

defining what is illegal as such. Rather, the law is a site of struggle, legal history a history 

of interventions, and the important thing for state agents is to maintain hegemony and 

legitimacy while pursuing their aims.  

  

 1.4.2 ‘Irregular’ Migration in Canada: A Critical Perspective. In her history 

of Canadian immigration law, Bou-Zeid (2009) traces how illegal migration in Canada 

developed not merely as an indirect outcome of immigration laws—which consistently 

failed to address irregular migrants expressly—but through the effective operations of 

state and non-state actors who continue to interpret, apply, and transform these laws to 

address changing national and international contexts. Her analyses reveal three basic aims 

as having guided Canadian immigration policy since Confederation: to admit desirable 

(vs. undesirable) immigrants, address the needs of the labor market, and ensure the 

integrity of the immigration system. Until 1962, the “White Canada” policy defined 

desirable migrants as racially white, European migrants (prioritizing Western Europe), 

but following the World Wars and the then changing international context, this policy 

was abandoned in favor of a points-based immigration strategy designed to advance the 

national economy without explicit concern for race. Several years later, in 1976, Canada 

also incorporated humanitarian aims into its immigration laws by adopting and then 

expanding the UN refugee convention. As a result, the current Immigration and Refugee 

Protection Act (2001) accepts three classes of immigrants: independent migrants, family 

members, and refugees (Bou-Zeid, 2009). 

 Yet, following these ‘liberalized’ laws, Canada witnessed an upsurge of 

international migrants whose diverse backgrounds have transformed the country’s ethnic 

landscape and motivated new concerns about the changing nature of Canadian cultural 

identity. This became especially problematic when in the 1990s the numbers of refugees 

grew exponentially worldwide. Canada’s immigration system was regularly challenged 

by significant backlogs, giving the impression of an overwhelmed immigration system, 

which then fueled not only negative conceptions about the genuineness of refugee 
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claimants but the integrity of the immigration system more generally (Bou-Zeid, 2009). 

In this context, governments advanced new concerns with border security, commencing 

the ‘securitization’ of immigration policy, which was already in place before the events 

of 9/11 (Pratt, 2005).  

 Government discourses about ‘illegal’ migrants developed in conjunction with 

these transformations. On the one side, Conservative governments have historically 

emphasized border security issues, constructing irregular migrants as ‘criminals’ or 

‘queue jumpers’ who act illegally and therefore must be penalized. On the other side, the 

Liberals have also stressed the illegality of migrant activities; however, they have shown 

less concern with border security and instead emphasized the economic consequences of 

irregular migration, as migrants avoid paying taxes, take work away from capable 

Canadians, and in general cheat Canada’s economic system (Bou-Zeid, 2009). In recent 

years, concerns with ‘irregular arrivals,’ ‘bogus refugees,’ ‘protecting Canadian jobs,’ 

‘benefiting Canadians,’ ‘strengthening the immigration system,’ etc. have legitimized an 

evermore conservative agenda (or “Action Plan”) that has not only re-written Canadian 

immigration policy but guided its selective interpretations and applications (Government 

of Canada, 2015).  

 Elsewhere I have employed the state/illegal practices framework to show how 

Canadian immigration policy, despite its multiple humanitarian and social aims, is 

applied selectively to prioritize top-tier economic migrants while re-directing all others to 

temporary and ‘illegal’ routes (Ellis, 2015). The distribution of newly admitted 

immigrants in independent, family, and refugee classes is revealing. Whereas these 

numbers were relatively equal in 1980 (34.9%, 35.9%, and 28.2%, respectively), in 2003 

the distribution was 54.7%, 31.2%, and 11.7% (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 

2003); and for 2013 Canada’s Immigration Plan aimed for even greater gaps: 62.3%, 

27.2%, and 10.5%, respectively (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2013).  

 Canadian state agents are also turning away from long-term nation building to a 

growing reliance on temporary foreign workers.  The number of temporary workers has 

increased every year at an average increase of 15% between 2003 and 2008, and in 2008, 

the number of non-permanent residents who entered Canada (399,523) exceeded the 

number of immigrants who became permanent residents that year (247,243; Pang, 2013). 
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Further, under the aegis of ‘strengthening the Canadian immigration system’ and making 

it ‘more responsive to labor market needs,’ the Harper government has in recent years 

imposed growing demands on new immigrants, increasing requirements for language 

skills, mandatory credential assessments of foreign credentials, permanently terminating 

backlogged applications, and introducing ‘start-up’ visas to facilitate the recruitment of 

immigrants by selected corporations and employers (Citizenship and Immigration 

Canada, 2012; Friesen, 2012) 

 The above transformations illustrate some of the official ways that immigration 

policy has been employed by state rulers to direct Canada’s economy in recent decades. 

To this the state/illegal practices perspective adds that forbidding certain practices creates 

opportunities for illegal ones; and it is thus not in the interest of state agents to 

criminalize all practices, but merely to create the most favorable conditions for realizing 

their (state rulers) aims. Most often, these aims are tied to maximizing revenue (Smart, 

1999).  

 In their seminal article on the process of ‘illegalization’ in Canada, Goldring et al. 

(2009) analyze Canadian immigration and related policies to reveal the main routes 

through which migrants become ‘illegal,’ including both illegal entry and legal entry with 

illegal overstay. ‘Precarious status’ is deliberately introduced to replace binary 

conceptions (e.g., illegal/legal; non-status/status), which, the authors argue, fail to capture 

how ‘illegality’ in Canada encompasses both undocumented and documented migration.5 

That is, precarious legal status refers to an array of migration status types that qualify as 

‘illegalized’ despite the fact that some of them actually require documents.6 Most 

succinctly,  

 

                                                
5 Other scholars have made similar arguments in other contexts, including the US (Talavera, Núñez-Mchiri, 
& Heyman, 2010), Bahrain (Gardner, 2010), and Switzerland (Wicker, 2010). Research on irregular 
taxonomies also addresses this point (e.g. Battistella, 2008). 
6 Goldring et al. (2009) note that the concept of precariousness also emphasizes the vulnerability, 
flexibility, risk, and uncertainty that is often associated with precarious work more generally. In this they 
connect ‘illegality’ in Canada with broader discussion of neoliberal citizenship and nation building, where 
“downward pressures on citizenship become normalized through cultural representations that contribute to 
the hegemonic but necessarily incomplete project of producing migrant illegality, worker flexibility, and 
responsible and deserving citizens” (p. 245) 
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precarious status is marked by the absence of any of the following elements 

normally associated with permanent residence (and citizenship) in Canada: (1) 

work authorization, (2) the right to remain permanently in the country (residence 

permit), (3) not depending on a third party for one’s right to be in Canada (such as a 

sponsoring spouse or employer), and (4) social citizenship rights available to 

permanent residents (e.g. public education and public health coverage) (p. 240-

241). 

 

 Pathways to precarious status in Canada include “loss of status, deportability, and 

illegality” (p. 248), and their occurrence can be traced by looking at the diverse ways 

migrants ‘fall out of’ or are disqualified from status-granting processes. This can happen 

in a countless ways given not just the intricacies of immigration policies, but also the 

contingencies of migrants’ lives. While this makes it impossible to list all the possibilities 

through which policies construct ‘illegality’ in Canada, it is worth noting along with 

Goldring et al. (2009) some of the common routes to ‘illegality,’ as these systematically 

produce precariousness and keep vulnerable migrants circulating in and out of status. 

 With respect to family sponsorship, non-status persons who apply for spousal 

sponsorship are allowed to stay in Canada during the determination process, but during 

this time their status is uncertain and they remain dependent on their sponsors for their 

immigration papers. Women in these circumstances are particularly vulnerable, as they 

may remain in abusive relationships in fear of losing the possibility for gaining status. 

Canada’s refugee policy also produces diverse pathways to ‘illegality’ and 

precariousness. Not only is the number of refugee admissions declining (see above), the 

determination process is lengthy, at times taking years for a decision, and minor mistakes 

on applications can make them ineligible. Refugee claims may also be deemed ineligible 

due to increasingly restrictive criteria motivated by the securitization of immigration 

policy more generally (Crocker, Dobrowolsky, Keeble, Moncayo, & Tastsoglou, 2007). 

 The growth in number and diversity of temporary work programs make these 

policies especially productive of ‘illegality.’ As a whole temporary work programs are 

designed to address the changing demands of the economy and thus their criteria vary 

significantly from time to time and program to program. Nevertheless, “most tie workers 
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to a particular employer, making workers vulnerable to mistreatment and abuse” 

(Goldring et al., 2009, p. 250). Importantly, it is because temporary workers qualify for 

all but the first of the four elements of precariousness (listed above), Goldring et al. 

(2009) include them within the domain of precarious legal status, and this extension has 

proven useful in other research (Bernhard, Goldring, Young, Berinstein, & Wilson, 2007; 

Goldring & Landolt, 2013; Mardsen, 2013). Seasonal workers, temporary foreign 

workers, live-in caregivers, and construction workers—the primary groups of temporary 

workers in Canada—all lack full residential rights and access to social services and are 

subject to deportation should they break their permits and/or overstay.  

 Finally, students and visitors to Canada—the major source of participants in my 

study—also qualify for all elements of precarious legal status despite having 

authorization for residence. Moreover, without work authorization they are not only 

limited to informal and therefore precarious work, but by working without authorization 

they may be apprehended and removed. 

 Irrespective of their path to precarity, all precarious migrants experience 

differential access to rights, employment, and social entitlements, and these have direct 

impact on their everyday lives. Without authorization to work, migrants are limited to 

low-paying, casual and precarious work characterized by the lack of job securities and 

opportunities for upward mobility. While workers in Canada are not excluded from 

employment rights, fears of deportation discourage migrants from exercising their rights 

even when they are working with status (Basok, Bélanger, & Rivas, 2014). Further, with 

less-than-full status, migrants lack access to most social and healthcare provisions, which 

means that they are limited to publicly funded social and health services or they must pay 

out of pocket (Social Planning Toronto, 2010).  ‘Better connected’ migrants may borrow 

health cards from citizens, but this is unlikely in serious circumstances (Raposo, 1996). 

For the most part however, migrants avoid seeking out health and social services and they 

report frequent worry about contracting health problems and/or accidental injuries 

without being able to pay for hospital fees or doctors’ visits (Magalhaes, Carrasco, & 

Gastaldo, 2010). Goldring et al. (2009) conclude: 
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elements of the Canadian policy and national context contribute to generating 

varied forms of irregularity. … In addition to overstaying visas, [migrants’] status 

may change through regulatory and administrative changes beyond their control, or 

through their own efforts to improve their situation (p. 255).   

 

 To return to the state/illegal practices framework, from the perspective of state 

rulers, maintaining policies that keep migrants vulnerable, ‘illegal,’ and/or precarious 

produces a class of workers who will work dirty, difficult, and demeaning jobs for below 

minimum wages. That these illegal practices persist is evidence for the fact that it is in 

the interest of state rulers to preserve them (Heyman & Smart, 1999). ‘Illegal’ migrants 

prevent the state from having to subsidize all kinds of service work, from child and senior 

care to construction and janitorial services. On this account, the ‘mass deportation’ 

enacted on April 1st, 2015 in Canada (discussed above) should not be expected to result in 

massive raids and removals of temporary workers who choose to remain in Canada 

without authorization. Rather, from the state/illegal practices perspective, what we are 

witnessing is the re-institutionalization of ‘illegality,’ which is to say, the enactment of a 

stratifying regime that will produce more precarious and deportable subjects. 

  

 1.4.3 Deportability. Reading Canadian immigration history from a state/illegal 

practices framework exposes how ‘illegal’ migrants are neither undesirable nor 

unexpected; policies are not failing and ineffective, but, insofar as they systematically 

produce a precarious class of workers suited for a changing global context, they are very 

effective. De Genova (2002) argues that the entire disciplinary apparatus that produces 

migrant ‘illegality’ “is never simply intended to achieve the putative goal of deportation. 

It is deportability, and not deportation per se, that has historically rendered undocumented 

migrant labor a distinctly disposable commodity” (p. 438). Deportability is the palpable 

sociopolitical conditions that characterizes migrant ‘illegality’ and renders migrants 

vulnerable to exploitation. Most importantly, it is because most ‘illegal’ migrants are not 

deported but made deportable that they are forced to live in the shadows of society, to 

work low-level jobs that most citizens eschew, to accept below average wages, and to 

resist complaining about their precarious working conditions. The entire process of 



 

 
 

17 

‘illegalization’ is thus aimed at producing in migrants a constant sense of being 

potentially removed from the space of the nation-state (p. 439). Insofar as deportability 

and not deportation is the aim of immigration policies, there is nothing ineffective about 

the growing numbers of ‘irregular’ migrants. 
 Deportation studies have burgeoned in the last decade, bringing attention to the 

operations of a “global deportation regime” demarcated by increasing national and 

international migrant surveillance and control (Fassin, 2011; Peutz & De Genova, 2010). 

Critical scholars study deportation as “a disciplinary practice while also an instrument of 

state sovereignty that renders certain populations ‘deportable,’ regardless of their 

practical connections or affective ties to the ‘host’ society” (Peutz & De Genova, 2010, p. 

6). In Canada and all around the world deportation is becoming the migration policy of 

choice, a natural response to a world overcome by growing numbers of migrants, asylum 

seekers, and international security threats (Pratt, 2005). Deportation expresses and 

engenders dominant discourses of sovereignty and citizenship, fuelling notions of 

‘dysfunctional’ and ‘overwhelmed’ immigration systems, and with this legitimizing more 

border controls, more international surveillance, fiercer sanctions, restrictive laws, etc. 

Yet the latter do not actually remove migrants from nation states but, turning them 

‘illegal’ and deportable, keep them circulating, as vulnerable and disposable. Together, 

then, deportation and deportability operate as a global sociopolitical apparatus meant to 

survey, discipline, and ultimately repress the freedom of movement (Peutz & De Genova, 

2010).  

 Michel Foucault’s legacy is unmistakable here. The logic of state interventions 

and disciplinary techniques draws directly upon his ideas in Discipline and Punish 

(1977/1995) and perhaps most centrally, as Fassin (2011) points out, upon Foucault’s 

conception of governmentality. Governmentality includes “the institutions, procedures, 

actions, and reflections that have populations as object. It exceeds the issue of 

sovereignty and complicates the question of control. It relates the power and 

administration of the state to the subjugation and subjectivation of individuals. It relies on 

political economy and policing technologies” (Fassin, 2011, p. 214). Yet, while 

Foucauldian analyses of power explicitly frame some critical migration studies (e.g., 
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Coutin, 2003), the state/illegal practices framework deliberately goes a step further to 

disrupt the powers of the law, which tend to be overestimated in Foucauldian analyses.  

 As mentioned, the state/illegal practices approach avoids reifying state claims that 

purport its supreme powers and authority, seeing these as only one side of the 

‘state/illegal practices nexus.’ The other side points to the empirical indeterminacy, 

ambiguity, and open-endedness that characterize the applications of the law seen to 

comprise both legal and illegal modalities. ‘Illegal’ practices are options that both state 

and non-state agents rely on to achieve their aims, and state agents do not unilaterally 

impose their aims, nor are they fully capable of controlling their citizens. Rather, state 

agents struggle to control what is ultimately an intractable labor force (Heyman & Smart, 

1999). For De Genova (2002) the crucial point is that immigration law does not operate 

according to a logic that is separate from migration. Indeed, to treat the law as a distinct 

power and migration as a flexible, unpredictable labor, makes the ‘problem’ of irregular 

migration again about a mismatch between the formal logic of the state and the 

movements of actual migrants. De Genova thus insists on “the combined examination of 

illegal practices in concert with the law itself” (p. 431). The point is not merely to 

conduct research ‘from below,’ as anthropological approaches might suggest; nor is it to 

study the law as a totalizing power ‘from above,’ as this underestimates the intractability 

of labor. Rather, following Heyman and Smart (1999), the point is to view states “‘from 

below’ and ‘from within’ as much as ‘from above’” (Heyman & Smart, 1999, p. 15 as 

cited by De Genova, 2002).  

 My study follows this direction insofar as I regard the social and legal context in 

Canada not as a determined or objective space but one that is continuously questioned 

and interpreted by all sorts of state and non-state agents, including migrants themselves. 

More specifically, I employ ethnographic methods to study how ‘illegalized’ Polish 

migrants are bound by legally imposed conditions as well as how migrants challenge the 

dominant impositions of the law. However, my study focuses on the still undertheorized 

psychological dimensions of migrant ‘illegality,’ by which I mean the ‘psychic life’ 

formed through ‘illegalization.’ I refer to this missing dimension as the psychology of 

deportability. 
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1.5 Toward a Psychology of Deportability  

 If deportability qua sociopolitical condition is the major purpose of deportation 

regimes, what kind of subject is formed in/by ‘illegalization’?  While research on 

‘illegalization’ and deportability is rapidly mounting, less is known about the subjective 

dimensions of deportable life. Most often, deportability is subsumed as the desired effect 

of migrant ‘illegalization’ and the necessary condition that keeps migrants vulnerable. To 

this end, deportability is used in concordance with migrant ‘illegality,’ and is treated as 

its lived dimension. That is, deportability is migrant ‘illegality’ in its lived form.7 The 

effectiveness of the deportation regime thus depends on producing ‘illegality’ and 

deportability, as these generate in migrants the vulnerable experience of being removable 

from the territory of the nation-state. 

 Yet, researchers also recognize that ‘illegal’ migrants may not necessarily be 

overwhelmed by their ‘illegality’ and/or deportability on a daily basis. That is, the daily 

activities of migrants may have little to do with their legal status, and for the most part, it 

is only when status-relevant situations arise (e.g., having to get a driver’s license) that 

their ‘illegality’ becomes an issue (Coutin, 2003; Nyers, 2010; Talavera et al., 2010). In 

my view, the implications of this finding are significant. While the reasons for its 

occurrence may be explained by the logic of a regime designed to physically admit 

migrants while limiting their access to legal rights and services, it also points to the 

complexity and variability of deportable experience. 8 Migrants are not ‘equally’ 

deportable nor is deportation experienced all the same. 

 Further, if migrants are fundamentally intractable, as critical scholars assume, 

how can their intractability be understood under deportable conditions? Or alternatively, 

how can deportability involve both oppression and resistance? Some philosophers have 

sought to answer such questions by theorizing irregular migration from the perspective of 

                                                
7 De Genova (2002) writes, “Migrant ‘illegality’ is lived through a palpable sense of deportability, which is 
to say, the possibility of deportation, the possibility of being removed from the space of the nation-state” 
(p. 439). 
8 Drawing too quickly on to the logic of the regime to explain ‘illegality’ risks reifying state powers at the 
expense of genuine inquiry into migrants’ psychological life. As Ahmad (2011) points out in his 
psychoanalytic study, ‘context is not cause’ and knowledge about migrants’ psychological life goes missing 
when these two are equated. Further, paying attention to when and how deportability operates at the 
psychological level invites closer studies not only of how deportability is determined and imposed but also 
how it is resisted. 
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citizenship and vice versa. Rancière (2004), Balibar (2001/2004), and others (e.g., Hardt 

& Negri, 2009; Isin, 2009) have sought to show how irregular migrants represent ‘agents 

of social change’ who challenge conventional notions of citizenship and develop new 

forms of collective existence and belonging that carry the potential to undermine and 

even overcome global capital (Hardt & Negri, 2009). While I find such approaches both 

intriguing and inspiring, others have argued that they underestimate the powers of the 

state and/or overestimate the possibilities of resistance (Ahmad, 2011; Anderson & Ruhs, 

2010; Bloch & Chimienti, 2011). Further, it may be more important to theorize resistance 

at the everyday, psychological level, that is, without predefining it vis-à-vis the state 

(Papadopoulos, Stephenson, & Tsianos, 2008).  

 One empirically driven approach has sought to make migrant agency and 

decision-making the central focus of inquiry (Bloch & Chimienti, 2011; Koser, 2010; 

Richmond, 1994). This work has emerged in an attempt to avoid the double binds of top-

down and bottom-up explanations, seeing that the former risks reducing migrants to the 

mere ‘result’ of broader global/structural determinants, whereas the latter, often espoused 

by politicians, risks treating migrants as criminals who intentionally break the law. By 

focusing on migrants’ decision-making strategies, researchers study the ways that broader 

determinants constitute the conditions of their lives as well as how migrants creatively 

navigate these conditions despite the challenges they impose.  

 Surely an understanding of irregular migrants’ decision-making is essential for 

grasping their possibilities within the migration regime; and in this regard, such inquiry is 

both necessary and promising. My concern with this line of work is that it tends to focus 

on the ‘coping strategies’ and tactics deployed by migrants to succeed underground 

(Bloch, Sigona, & Zetter, 2011; Chimienti & Achermann, 2007) without questioning or 

seeking to undermine the political circumstances that perpetuate them. Further, strategies 

in themselves do not capture the personal struggles, deliberations, juxtapositions, mixed 

feelings etc., which characterize and give meaning to migrants’ choices. More profound 

psychological analyses are needed, in other words, to apprehend the indeterminacy and 

messiness of migrant decision-making.  

 In my view, critical anthropological studies provide a more promising approach 

for studying migrant deportability both as diversely determined by particular legal and 
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sociopolitical factors and variably navigated by migrants in different settings. As I 

explain in the next chapter, ethnographic research in general foregrounds the social 

dynamics of everyday life, whereas doing ethnography from a critical perspective may 

serve to disrupt dominant conceptions of citizenship, national identity, belonging, etc. to 

study migrants ‘from the perspective of the free movement of persons’ (De Genova, 

2002). From the perspective of marginalized migrants, allegedly rational and coherent 

administrative processes may be experienced as unpredictable, unjust, or violent. 

 So far ethnographic research on deportability qua existential condition is scarce in 

comparison to research on its sociopolitical and legal determinants; however, new 

research is emerging around the world, contributing to a fuller or at least more complex 

portrait of ‘illegalization’ and deportability as it occurs in diverse places. In a 2007 

special issue of International Migration, for instance, studies are presented from the 

United States, Ireland, Israel, Germany, France, Spain, Switzerland, and Turkey—

revealing an astounding diversity of deportable experiences. Indeed, perhaps the single 

most consistent finding in this literature is that deportability varies considerably form one 

migration setting to the next.  

 Even between two geographical settings at the US Mexico border, Talavera et al. 

(2010) emphasize the “complexity, variability, and cleavage” in deportability, as different 

individuals, households, groups, and communities experience deportability differently as 

well as organize politically and socially at different scales (p. 186). This is not meant to 

underestimate the precarious and vulnerable conditions common to deportable subjects 

but to emphasize that their diverse circumstances motivate various forms of social and 

collective action. Finally, however diverse and seemingly disconnected, studies of 

deportable experience provide the evidence necessary to challenge legislators, 

policymakers, enforcers, and others to recognize and address “the darker consequences of 

their actions and practices, including consequences like embodied social suffering, 

physical violence, individual and collective traumatisation, and even death” (Willen, 

2007a, p. 6). 

 Less is known about deportable experience in Canada however. As mentioned, 

Canadian research on ‘illegalization’ is only beginning to emerge, and thus far there have 

been few ethnographic studies on ‘illegal’ migrants in this context (Mardsen, 2013; 
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Raposo, 1996). For the most part, empirical research on the experiences of ‘illegal’ 

migrants in Canada has taken the form of case studies (Basok et al., 2014; Bernhard et al., 

2007; Magalhaes et al., 2010; Simich, Wu, & Nerad, 2007), and involves both peer-

reviewed and grey-literature from service providers (Sidhu, 2007) and migrant justice 

groups (Solidarity City Network, 2013a, 2013b). To date most of this work has 

documented the inadequate and limited circumstances faced by irregular migrants, and 

has produced a general consensus that ‘irregular’ migrants living and working in Canada 

have precarious access to healthcare, education, and legal rights, and these conditions 

generate persistent stress and anxiety (cf. Goldring & Landolt, 2013). At the opposite 

end, there is emerging research on migrant mobilization and resistance, as activist groups 

and community organizations have lobbied against increasingly restrictive immigration 

policies  

(Keung, 2013; Lowry & Nyers, 2003), and these have led, among other things, to the 

declarations of Toronto and Hamilton as ‘Sanctuary Cities’ (Nursall, 2014).  

 The limited research on ‘illegal’ migration in Canada may be partially explained 

by the relatively small numbers of such migrants in comparison to other countries, which 

also explains the minimal attention paid to ‘illegal’ migration in Canada’s political 

history (Bou-Zeid, 2009). Yet, with the growing politicization of the issue in Canada and 

internationally, more research is needed on the experience of deportable persons in 

Canada to understand and address the situation appropriately. 

 

1.6 Overview of the Thesis 
 My dissertation addresses the above shortcomings with a critical ethnographic 

study of Polish ‘illegal’ migrants living in Toronto and Mississauga. As mentioned, most 

‘illegal’ migrants in Canada live in major cities, and for Polish migrants, Toronto and 

Mississauga are homes to well established Polish communities. For these and other 

reasons I elaborate in the following chapter, I was particularly drawn to studying this 

group, and spent over 16 non-consecutive months participating in these migrants’ lives. 

As Chapter 2 also explains, I drew upon cultural psychology and critical ethnographic 

methods to study the social contexts migrants navigated as well as how migrants 
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navigated them, ultimately seeking to trace the psychosocial processes that constituted 

deportable lives.  

 Chapter 3 provides the details of my research procedure, participants, contexts of 

study, interview protocols, and process of data analysis. As I explain there, my analyses 

of migrants’ daily lives revealed how deportability gained meaning from a trajectory of 

experiences common to all participants, and thus I organize the results of this study in 

three chronologically ordered chapters.  

 Chapter 4 begins with participants’ commonly cited motivations for leaving 

Poland and the major themes identified in participants’ arrival experiences. These early 

experiences are treated separately from later developments since for Polish migrants, 

‘being illegal’ did not become a major issue until later on in their trajectory, either after 

they had lost their initial right to residency and/or work authorization.  

 Chapter 5 then begins from this later point and introduces more precisely the 

alternative modes of being and social relations migrants developed as they navigated 

unequal and contradictory contexts associated with ‘becoming illegal.’ Therein I trace the 

development of the major psychosocial processes generated by deportable sociopolitical 

conditions, including pervasive precariousness, fears of deportation and/or accident or 

illness, kombinowanie, acute deportability and chronic deportability.  

 Finally, Chapter 6 incorporates these major processes into a general account of 

deportability as a psychosocial process. Specifically, having described the major themes 

that characterized migrants’ everyday lives, I focus on two case studies to exemplify how 

deportable subjectivities are produced and perpetuated in social relations over time. I 

conclude this discussion by providing a general prognosis for non-status Polish migrants 

in Canada, which I develop based on the experiences of those participants who had lived 

in Canada the longest. 

 Chapter 7 summarizes the major findings of this dissertation and discusses their 

implications. I argue that this research corroborates the effects of a growing deportation 

regime by illuminating the troubled existences produced via migrant ‘illegalization.’ 

However, from a critical and cultural psychological stance, I refrain from reducing 

migrants’ subjectivity to the effects of sociopolitical determinants and deliberately trace 

within participants’ narratives how migrants also oppose and challenge the demands of 
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deportability on their own terms. I conclude with a discussion of the possibilities for 

resistance in deportable conditions. 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

 
2.1 Introduction 

The major aim of this project was to examine how ‘illegality’ was experienced by 

migrants in Canada (De Genova, 2002). As explained in the previous chapter, I 

understand ‘illegalization’ as a complex sociopolitical process, and in Canada this 

process targets not only migrants without status but also documented migrants with 

‘precarious status’ (e.g., temporary foreign workers; Goldring et al., 2009). When 

designing this project however, my intent was to study migrants who would understand 

their presence and/or actions in Canada as contravening the law, and for this reason I 

employed a purely juridical definition of illegality to recruit participants. I begin this 

chapter by explaining this definition, after which I explain what motivated my focus on 

Polish migrants living in the cities of Toronto and Mississauga. Thereafter I discuss the 

research methodology that guided the design of this study.  

 
2.2 ‘Irregular’ Migrants: Juridical Definition  

Illegal migrants are direct products of national immigration laws insofar as the 

latter outline the conditions for legal and illegal entry and residence (Bou-Zeid, 2009; Li, 

2003). Currently in Canada these laws are delineated by the Immigration and Refugee 

Protection Act (2001; IRPA), the chief immigration policy. It is significant that Canadian 

immigration law has throughout its history never made reference to ‘illegal’ migrants or 

any derivation of the term (i.e., irregular, clandestine, undocumented, etc; Bou-Zeid, 

2009), as this has effectively left underdetermined who qualifies as ‘illegal.’ The situation 

has changed recently with the introduction of the term “irregular arrivals” into the IRPA 

in June, 2012; however, not only has the definition of ‘irregular’ been left imprecise and 

conditional on the Minister’s discretionary judgment, the focus on group arrivals 

continues to leave unaddressed the plight of singular irregular migrants.  

From the perspective of the Canadian law, then, ‘illegal’ or ‘irregular’ migrants 

are identified through indirect means.9 What qualifies as ‘irregular’ must be implied from 

                                                
9 As already mentioned, given the Canadian government’s preference for the term ‘irregular,’ I find it 
suitable to use this term for discussing the way migrant ‘illegality’ is constructed in the Canadian context. 
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what is regarded as ‘regular.’ Two kinds of IRPA laws serve this purpose. First, 

immigration laws that define what kinds of immigrants are desirable and simultaneously 

imply who is undesirable and therefore disqualified to enter, reside, and/or or work 

through legal channels. Second, sanctions against those who contravene immigration law 

construct ‘irregular’ migrants as criminals who deserve to be deported. Taken together, 

migrants in Canada may be deemed ‘irregular’ if they (a) enter the country illegally (e.g., 

via smuggling); (b) remain in the country illegally (e.g., by staying beyond the term of a 

visa permit); (c) perform activities without proper authorization (e.g., by working 

illegally) or (d) engage in any combination of (a), (b), or (c) (Bou-Zeid, 2009).  

 I used these criteria to recruit participants for this study. However, because my 

project focused on Polish migrants exclusively, none of my participants actually entered 

Canada illegally. Polish citizens have since 2008 been permitted to travel to Canada 

without a visa-permit, meaning that they are eligible for a 6-month visitor permit upon 

arrival, so long as they (a) hold an e-passport (containing a chip which stores their 

biographical and biometric data); (b) satisfy a Canadian Border Services Officer at the 

time of their arrival; and (c) meet all Canadian entry requirements (Citizenship and 

Immigration Canada, 2008). Thus, while several participants entered Canada under false 

pretenses—for instance, claiming to be tourists while seeking to work without 

authorization—all entered legally, either on tourist visas or work permits (see Table 3.1). 

 

2.3 Polish ‘Irregular’ Migrants  

Several reasons motivated my focus on Polish migrants living in Toronto and 

Mississauga. First, I am a Polish immigrant who grew up in Toronto in close connection 

with the Polish diaspora. This means that I was already familiar with the politics of 

immigration in this community as well as the presence of irregular migrants. Indeed, this 

inside knowledge inspired both the idea and possibilities for this project.  

Toronto itself is home to over 200,000 Poles who work in all sectors of the 

economy (Statistics Canada, 2009). Historically, the south central Roncesvalles village 

has been recognized as the center for Polish culture and dubbed ‘Little Poland’; but in 

                                                                                                                                            
From here on I use ‘irregular(ized)’ interchangeably with ‘illegal(ized)’ and ‘precarious’ depending on the 
desired emphasis. 
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recent decades Roncesvalles has grown increasingly multicultural, and many Polish 

people, both immigrants and Canadians, now live in west Toronto and Mississauga 

(which spans Toronto’s western border).10 My own trajectory parallels this westward 

move, as I spent my childhood in Toronto’s East York, whereas I moved to Etobicoke 

(the city’s most western jurisdiction) as a teenager, along with my single mother and 

brother.  

In Etobicoke I lived on the border of Toronto and Mississauga, and in this became 

well acquainted with the Polish community in both areas, regularly frequenting the many 

Polish delis and stores in the area, and at times participating in Church services over the 

holidays. My integration into this context was facilitated mostly by my mother, who 

during my teenage years was developing as a Polish Canadian entrepreneur, owning at 

different times a food store and a bakery delicatessen, all the while developing an 

accounting business. As I often assisted her in these enterprises, I met all kinds of Polish 

workers and entrepreneurs whose businesses included construction, janitorial services, 

food manufacturing and distribution, delis, health spas, restaurants, coffee shops, 

factories and more. Without even knowing it, I became well versed in the ins and outs of 

life in the Toronto-Mississauga Polish economic enclave, gaining a good sense of the 

possibilities and limitations Polish migrants endured upon entry and stay in these social 

contexts. 

It was not until years later however—after I left Toronto to complete both my 

undergraduate and Master’s degrees—that I learned about the problem of illegal 

migration and began to think about the issue in these contexts. Notably, my 

postsecondary studies had centered on existential questions—subjectivity, culture, 

embodiment, etc. As a theoretical and cultural psychologist in training however, I grew 

increasingly cognizant of the sociopolitical constitution of cultural life. It was this turn in 

my thinking that brought me back to Toronto, and made me see how my home 

community offered an invaluable context for rich cultural psychological analyses.  

Given the scarcity of research on irregular migrants in Canada, my aim in 

designing this study was to re-enter these Polish communities and, using ethnographic 

                                                
10 There are many reasons for this, including lower property taxes in Mississauga and the benefits 
associated with living in suburban areas. 
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methods, document in detail ‘what it’s like’ to live an irregular life. By drawing on my 

existing connections in the Polish community, my plan was to branch out and study 

irregular migrants from diverse ethnic groups—that is, not just Polish people. However, 

these and other plans were overturned as I sought ethical approval for this project. First, 

the Ethics Board questioned whether my presence as a white, Polish woman potentially 

studying visible minority groups would not attract unnecessary attention to my study and 

in this increase the possibility of having outsiders identify my participants’ vulnerable 

status. For this reason I was permitted to study only Eastern European migrants. Further, 

the Board required that I (a) only use snowball sampling techniques based on already 

acquired contacts; (b) not conduct research in public spaces unless these were deemed 

safe by participants; (c) not use voice, image, or video recordings and only use pen and 

paper for notes in the field; and (d) not include any potentially identifiable information 

(e.g., real names, places of work, etc.) in any notes and the dissertation itself.  

While I recognized the relevance of these limits for protecting not only the 

participants in this study but also myself and the university from legal consequences, 

these measures severely impacted the kind of data I was able to collect. I was prevented 

from studying mixed ethnic groups, dependent on the efforts of my initial contacts to gain 

new participants, and most significantly, I had to rely entirely on memory to reproduce 

what my participants had said in the field. Although I could (and certainly did) take notes 

during the interviews, having to rely on pen and paper during these sessions left me with 

no more than a handful of phrases and quotes, and made it virtually impossible to conduct 

any discursive analyses. 

Nevertheless, spending time in the field allowed me to learn firsthand about the 

‘illegalized’ contexts lived by ‘irregular’ Polish migrants in the Toronto area.11 As an 

active participant in these migrants’ lives, I could observe in real time how these contexts 

constrained and enabled migrants’ unique experiences, as well as hear from migrants 

themselves how they understood and addressed their particular situations. Through 

countless dialogues with my participants, I was able to ask questions and discuss my 

                                                
11 I ended up focusing on Polish migrants exclusively because these were the only migrants that my initial 
contacts recruited on my behalf. In retrospect I believe the consistency in my participants’ ethnic 
background gave me a clear picture of what was at stake for this particular group, which I will later discuss 
in comparison to research on ‘irregular migrants’ from other ethnic backgrounds. 
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interpretations at the same time as I engaged in the everyday tasks that constituted their 

worlds. Finally, I designed and conducted lengthy interview sessions mid-way into my 

project, which allowed me to cross-examine my early interpretations as well as refocus 

my research perspective for the second phase of participant observation. 

 

2.4 From Cultural Psychology to Critical Ethnography 

  

 2.4.1 Cultural Psychology. This project began with a broad question: what is it 

like to live with ‘irregular’ status in Canada? My focus was psychological insofar as I 

sought to examine the nature of irregular migrants’ experience (Stam, 2013); I drew on 

cultural psychology in particular to specify my approach. Cultural psychology as a 

discipline is a member of a minor, sociocultural stream of research in psychology that 

deliberately challenges the individualism of mainstream social science from social 

epistemological perspectives (Kirschner & Martin, 2010). Cultural scholars oppose 

traditional divisions between selves and others, selves and society, etc. and instead study 

psychological phenomena as relational processes unfolding with and via others, as well 

as through more enduring cultural symbols, traditions, and power relations within society. 

Accordingly, subjective life is observed as an ongoing, selective and semiotic process 

whereby goal-oriented, cultural agents are perpetually in movement, selectively 

apprehending, appropriating, and transforming cultural signs and meanings in particular 

contexts on the basis of unique orientations toward the future (Valsiner, 2007).  

In practice, cultural psychologists study individuals’ discursive strategies, 

dialogues, and narratives in connection to particular cultural contexts, and with this 

theorize subjectivity as a dynamically unfolding, meaning-making process (Linell, 2009). 

Further, emphasis is placed on multiplicity and dynamic tensions and contradictions in 

the self so as to undermine the idea of an autonomous and unified human agent; 

researchers commonly describe the self as a multi-voiced, dialogical entity, whose very 

structure is made up of various ‘I-positions’ engaged in ongoing conversation (Hermans 

& Gieser, 2011). This, I believe, is the important insight that cultural psychology 

provides: a focus on the active, dynamic making of subjective life through culture. The 

point is to observe how sociocultural contexts invariably constitute the possibilities for 
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selfhood, as well as how human agents choose different ways of living by engaging with 

these in unique ways; it is through such navigations and negotiations that human agents 

transform their cultural worlds. 

In his manifesto for the discipline, Shweder (1991) assigns cultural psychology a 

succinct motto: to examine how the ‘psyche and culture make each other up’ (p. 73). 

Following this lead, my project sought to examine how the ‘psyche and irregularity make 

each other up.’ Specifically, my goal was to explain how migrants’ possibilities for living 

were constituted by their ‘irregular’ cultural contexts, as well as how migrants responded 

to their unique situations, transforming them in turn. However, despite its well articulated 

theoretical aims, I found cultural psychology to be limited with respect to its empirical 

methods. Indeed, in his recent review of the field, Jaan Valsiner (2009)—a key figure in 

the discipline as well as founder of Culture & Psychology— identifies this shortage as 

both a central and persistent problem. In his view, despite its sophisticated cultural 

theories, the discipline has failed to integrate its theoretical insights with equally 

sophisticated empirical methods. The focus on the dynamics of psychological phenomena 

has been contextualized primarily in limited ‘here-and-now’ contexts and not “the 

context of the context” (p. 30), which includes the historical, material/economic, and 

broader social and cultural materials that further constitute both psychological processes 

and researchers’ observations. These shortcomings have been accompanied by frequent 

omissions of the inherently political character of culture, as well as the lack of 

sociocultural studies of the science of cultural psychology itself. Finally, it remains 

unclear how meta-level perspectives and theory could be effectively integrated with 

phenomenological sensitive research approaches.  

 

2.4.2 Ethnography. For the reasons mentioned above, I turned to ethnographic 

research methods to study the experiences of irregular migrants in Canada. As a research 

technique, ethnography involves intensive, long-term empirical investigations of lived 

cultural realities, which are realized primarily through participant observation, 

interviewing, and key informants (Foley, 2002). Placing investigators within the cultural 

contexts of their participants is meant to provide the conditions necessary for rich 

understandings and portrayals of others from an insider’s point of view. More than an 
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application of methods however, Geertz (1973) defined ethnography not as “techniques 

and received procedures” but as “the kind of intellectual effort it is: an elaborate venture 

in, to borrow a notion from Gilbert Ryle, ‘thick description’” (p. 6). In his famous 

statement, “man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun” (p. 

5), Geertz (1973) treated culture as synonymous with these webs and turned 

anthropology into an interpretive science in search of meaning. Because all human action 

is situated and context dependent, human existence cannot be understood in terms of ‘thin 

descriptions’ (i.e., mere reporting of behavioral acts) but through ‘thick descriptions’ that 

expose the meaning of acts in reference to the particular contexts and systems of symbols 

that render them comprehensible.  

Long-term, primarily qualitative, highly participative, and detailed observations 

within others’ cultural contexts are necessary to produce intricate, actor-oriented 

descriptions of the cultural webs through which others apprehend their lives. 

Ethnographic practice is in turn both interpretive and microscopic. It is interpretive 

because the ethnographer never captures what ‘actually’ occurs but instead writes his/her 

best account of ‘what is said’ in social experience. Ethnography is microscopic in the 

sense that it focuses on the particular in order to say something about the general: through 

detailed field studies of local contexts, ethnographers can observe major concepts (e.g., 

love, oppression, etc.) in their sensible actuality.  

In my view, ethnography as thick description aligns very nicely with the project 

of cultural psychology. Indeed, this is not all surprising given that cultural psychology is 

historically indebted to the work of anthropologists (Ellis & Stam, in press-a).12 Further, 

despite the relative infrequency of ethnographic studies in cultural psychology, some 

scholars regularly rely on them (e.g., Lave, 2011). Most importantly, cultural 

psychologists study persons as culturally functioning systems within particular 

institutional contexts. In this they regard culture as both enabling and constraining of 

psychological processes, setting both the possibilities and limits of subjective life. 

Researchers in turn aim to ‘stay close to the phenomena’ (i.e., conversational, narrative, 

and discursive data) to explain subjective life in direct connection to particular contexts, 
                                                
12 Not only did psychology’s founding father, Wilhelm Wundt, outline a sociohistorical psychology and in 
connection to it write volumes of ethnographic material (Cahan & White, 1992), but cultural psychology 
itself is indebted to the work of anthropologists, including Richard Shweder and Clifford Geertz.  
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or more precisely, as emergent through these contexts. As a whole, observations of 

single, local cases are taken as exemplary of broader psychocultural processes, which 

allows for generalizations about the mutual constitution of mind and culture (Valsiner, 

2009). 

Yet, while ethnography is relevant for cultural psychology, since Geertz’ (1973) 

proposal, the ‘elaborate venture in thick description’ has been widely scrutinized by 

anthropologists, who have developed critical and radically reflexive ethnographic 

practices (e.g., Foley & Valenzuela, 2005; Madison, 2012). Equivalent developments are 

still lacking in cultural psychology (Valsiner, 2009) despite the discipline’s commitments 

to social epistemology (Kirschner & Martin, 2010) and broader advances in critical 

psychology more generally (Teo, 2015).13 Hence my project relies on critical 

ethnographic approaches developed largely outside of the cultural psychological 

discipline. 

 

2.4.3 Critical Ethnography. While Geertz recognized the cultural dimensions of 

social life and for this reason deemed ‘thick description’ the anthropological task, critical 

ethnographers after him disclosed the political basis of cultural worlds, calling 

researchers not to interpret them, but to transform them (Denzin & Giardina, 2010). 

Originally inspired by Marxist and neo-Marxist philosophies (Foley, 2002), critical 

theory today incorporates race, gender, sexual identity, and postcolonial studies to expose 

the ways that power relations and regimes of truth order the social world in ways that 

benefit some and disadvantage others (Madison, 2012). Research accounts themselves are 

ordered by political considerations, which requires that scholars examine their own 

involvement in knowledge production (Brinkmann, 2010). Most importantly, because the 

social world is not fixed but historically changing, merely pointing to social inequalities 

and their hidden determinants is not enough for a research agenda.14 Rather, scholars are 

                                                
13 From a social epistemological perspective, cultural psychologists assume that both the worlds of 
participants and the research context itself are organized by unequal power relations (Kirschner & Martin, 
2010). 
14 Although both the political constitution of social life and the implication that knowledge and research are 
political are central tenants in cultural psychology, a concern with politics is not yet routine. Kadianaki 
(2010) draws attention to this in her commentary on cultural psychological understandings of immigrant 
identities. Just as some researchers have stressed the fluid and contextual character of immigrant identities 
by observing their repositioning amid ‘symbolic resources’ (e.g., Hale & de Abreu, 2010), others have 
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morally impelled to ‘resist domestication’ (Madison, 2012) and write for social change 

(Denzin & Giardina, 2010).  
As discussed in my introduction, my project takes a critical migration perspective 

(De Genova, 2002 and others) that observes migrant ‘illegality’ as it is produced through 

unequal and exploitative social dynamics. I adopt this view in an effort to disrupt 

dominant discourses about the law, citizenship, and migration, and produce an alternative 

account of ‘irregular’ migration that could contribute to social change. Notably, turning 

to critical theory meant honing my original research question (i.e., ‘what is it like’ to be 

‘irregular’?) to give more emphasis to the unequal social relations that produce the 

context of ‘illegalization’ and deportability. Critical migration theory thus supplied me 

with an alternative language and lens for observing the contexts and the experiences of 

the migrants in my study. I made a point not to study ‘persons without status’ but the way 

‘illegality’ was produced by social, political, and legal determinants. However, to remain 

close to the question of experience, I paid special attention to the psychosocial formation 

of deportability and the possibilities for migrant resistance in such unequal contexts. 

Specifically, I focused my analyses on how migrants’ subjective lives were formed in and 

through ‘illegalizing’ processes, and how migrants interpreted these whilst creating 

unique lives that were never fully determined by the deportation regime. 

More than a theoretical lens however, critical ethnography is ‘critical theory in 

action’ (Madison, 2012, p. 14, emphases added). It is the ‘doing’ of critical theory insofar 

as researchers actively employ theory as interpretative method. Theory guides both 

questions and observations, identifies implicit forces at work in the production of social 

life, offers insight for challenging the status quo and for motivating acts of justice, and it 

provides the language necessary to name and analyze what is apprehended. In 

ethnographic practice, then, critical theory becomes embodied and actively engaged, 

incorporated into an ethical attitude that seeks out the resources and opportunities 

                                                                                                                                            
showed how dominant discourses can exclude immigrant identities, which motivate resistance via 
hyphenated identities (e.g., Cypriot-Turkish-Australian; L. Ali & Sonn, 2010). Kadianaki connects these 
ideas, conceptualizing immigrant identities as dynamic and dialogical: migrants move from one ethnic 
position to another according to the power asymmetries of their sociopolitical contexts. Yet, while 
Kadianaki criticizes how hyphenated identities reproduce the national differences that comprise their 
components, her commentary ends by submitting to the inevitability of nationalist discourse. Despite being 
critical, then, Kadianaki fails to effectively challenge the status quo. In my view, analyses of power and 
attempts to challenge dominant discourses are significantly missing in cultural psychological inquiry. 
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available to give voice to marginalized persons. While theory motivates research, 

fieldwork provides the necessary space for the unanticipated. That is, it is not critical 

theory but the methodological process—the intensive engagement and long-term 

observation, the actual interview questions, the coding and analyzing of data—that 

completes the research task (Madison, 2012). 

 As a critical ethnographer, I deliberately located myself at the heart of theoretical 

and empirical relations, from where I not only sought to scrutinize the contexts of my 

participants using critical migration theory, but also engage in an ongoing, self-corrective 

examination of my unique assumptions whilst being ‘on the ground’ where they were 

produced. In my view, the value of this theory/method nexus basic to critical 

ethnographic practice cannot be overstated, for it is ultimately by going into the field and 

exploring our theories in relation to the material conditions that they seek to represent 

that we can learn about the real adequacy of our claims. The questions in this project 

concerned how deportability was lived by Polish migrants in Toronto and Mississauga. 

 
2.4.4 Reflexivity. In addition to its critical turn, ethnographic practice has also 

grown radically reflexive. A critical position implies reflexivity insofar as it recognizes 

the sociopolitical constitution of social life and deliberately exposes this (Lynch, 2000). 

Critical research in this sense is responsible and ethically motivated, as well as conscious 

of the moral implications of research practice. However, that researchers recognize the 

political constitution of subjectivity in general does not oblige them to recognize it in 

their own practice. That is, critical scholars can undermine dominant epistemologies 

while taking for granted the process of representation itself (Stephenson & Papadopoulos, 

2006). Accordingly, without a radical reflexivity that observes the ways in which scholars 

themselves are uniquely implicated in knowledge productions, researchers can generate 

well-intentioned, political claims that not only risk inadvertent, adverse effects (Cheek, 

2010) but may ultimately silence research subjects (Spivak, 1988).  
These were the insights brought forward by marginal feminist and native 

ethnographers in the 1980s, who were first to bring radical reflexive practices to the 

forefront of ethnographic research (Foley, 2002). These scholars called into question 

authorial claims of rational, universalizing, value-free voices, which were seen to 
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perpetuate imperial politics in research practice (Spivak, 1988). This inspired deeper 

examinations of researchers as situated, living, collaborators in the production of 

knowledge, ultimately calling ethnographers to remain reflexive about how their unique 

involvement in research affects the knowledge they produce (e.g., Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992; Foley & Valenzuela, 2005; Madison, 2005). 

Madison (2012) groups these reflexive practices under the banner of postcritical 

ethnographies, which—unlike ‘merely’ critical ethnographies—are critical not only of the 

epistemological certainties that limit the possibilities for knowledge, but also of the 

ethnographer’s own position, in an effort to avoid imposing what scholars think is right 

(i.e., ‘what ought to be’) onto how things are (i.e., ‘what is’). In criticizing their own 

stance, postcritical ethnographers acknowledge not just the power structures that oppress 

others but how their own powers and privileges can turn their representations into acts of 

domination. Reflexivity thus requires an eye to the politics of positionality—that is, 

recognizing oneself as researcher positioned in dialogue with other informants. It means 

viewing the research experience as a personal, dialogical experience wherein the 

ethnographer engages with an other in a temporarily unfolding conversation to which 

both parties contribute.15 Positionality incorporates our acquired sensibilities, 

dispositions, and tastes, which reflect culturally learned styles of being, thinking, and 

valuing derived from our histories in uniquely inhabited places. 

Notably, reflexivity is a slippery term and what counts as object for reflexive 

scientific practice has varied historically according to the onto-epistemic assumptions and 

priorities of different scientific communities (Lynch, 2000). Given the nature of this 

project—first, its roots in cultural psychology, and second, its focus on an underclass of 

vulnerable persons—I have practiced reflexivity in several ways.  First, I made ongoing 

efforts to remain mindful of the ways that my unique position affected my encounters 

with participants and my interpretations of their lives. I am a young, able, white, Polish 

Canadian, middle-class, educated, woman. My features both benefited and impeded 

developments in this project. For instance, while my Polish background and language 

ability was essential for generating discussions and accessing Polish non-status migrants, 

                                                
15 If we are not in fact ‘purely individuals,’ Madison (2012) contends, but always subjects in formation with 
others, then positionality refers to a ‘belonging’ that necessarily precedes being. 
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my lack of street vernacular also limited mutual understanding and confirmed my status 

as an outsider. Further, while I was aware that my female presence permitted me more 

conversation time with some of my male participants, it was also as a woman that I was 

left out from more crass and insensitive conversations among more traditional Polish 

men.  

More centrally, my reflexive practice focused on two dominant concerns: my 

privileged position as a Canadian citizen and second, as researcher. That my privileged 

citizenship status was writ in the very structure of this project made this an obvious and 

necessary target for reflexive considerations. As the topic under study, the vulnerability 

of non-status persons had an ongoing presence in the research context, and by extension, 

so did my contrasting, privileged status remain a constant, palpable component that 

would come up in various ways, whether in my lack of understanding of what 

participants said or why they said it, or in my ability to readily help migrants access 

services that they would be too anxious to access on their own. Remaining reflexive of 

my privilege meant attending to the ways I was distinguished from participants, how my 

Canadian citizenship was interpreted, and how my privilege would at times enable and at 

other times limit the data I gathered. The point was to incorporate my privilege into my 

analyses as an inevitable and constitutive component of the unfolding dialogues.  

Second, given the highly politicized nature of the topic under study, I followed 

Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) by remaining reflexive of the knowledge product that I 

was producing. Whereas all representations depend upon scholars’ unique social 

coordinates as well as their positions in the academic field, Bourdieu and Wacquant 

(1992) emphasize that it is scholars’ scientific dispositions that entice them to construe 

the world as ‘spectacle’—that is, “as a set of significations to be interpreted rather than as 

concrete problems to be solved practically” (p. 39). Their point is that social phenomena 

are constructed as phenomena because scholars ‘theorize’ them as such—they are the 

products of acts of scientific thinking, and in this they are necessarily removed from the 

ways in which the subjects under study practically experience them. This means that 

irregular migration is not an absolute event, or process, or experience ‘out there’ in the 

world, independent from our theorizing it. Rather, ‘to think’ irregular migration means to 
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make a spectacle out of it—a spectacle that is inseparable from our scientific dispositions, 

unique personal and cultural backgrounds, and sociopolitical positions.  

Viewing my account of deportable experience not as an objective account but as a 

spectacle inspired by cultural psychological and critical migration theory, I took 

responsibility for my claims by carefully considering how my terms, descriptions, and 

arguments would further possibilities for knowledge. The partiality of my account was 

not seen as a limitation, but an imperative to practice reflexivity and assume 

accountability for the knowledge I produced. I saw my project as an effort to ‘give voice’ 

to ‘illegalized’ migrants whose experiences were (and still are) regularly ignored in 

public discourses.  

 

2.5 Conclusion 

By drawing attention to the growing operations of a global deportation regime, 

this project sought to undermine these operations by refusing to view migrants either as 

criminals or victims of sociopolitical forces. From a critical cultural psychological lens, I 

wanted to show how ‘illegalization’ constituted the possibilities of migrants’ subjective 

lives and how migrants reworked, transformed these into unique ways of being. Such 

were the goals of my critical ethnographic practice—or, to borrow from Geertz (1973), 

the ‘intellectual effort that it is.’  
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Chapter 3: Data Collection and Analysis 

 
3.1 Introduction 

 This chapter summarizes details about the recruitment, participants, procedure, 

materials, and approach to data analysis in this study. The point is to describe how the 

research was executed and explain how I will organize the results in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 

along a temporal trajectory. 
 

3.2 Recruitment 
 All participants in this study were recruited on a volunteer basis through indirect 

(snowball) sampling initiated by my existing contacts and relatives in the Polish 

communities of Toronto and Mississauga.16 Because it was imperative in this process to 

maintain confidentiality and minimize the possibility of any persons invited to feel 

pressure to participate, I made sure that my relatives and contacts understood the 

vulnerability of this group, and I provided them with detailed instructions before they 

began inviting others to participate. Specifically, I asked them to (a) provide potential 

recruits with an informed consent form in Polish or English;17 (b) ensure that invited 

persons understood how this study would maintain their confidentiality; (c) encourage 

invited participants to take their time in making their decisions and (d) ask interested 

persons to contact me directly at a phone number set up exclusively for the purposes of 

this study (in order to serve as another protective measure).  

While all participants were given the option to take part in long-term 

observations, open-ended interviews, or both, I initially encouraged my contacts to seek 

out persons interested in participant observation. My goal was to conduct interviews near 

the end of the project, once I had a better sense of what was important to discuss in the 

interview sessions. Recruiting participants for participant observation was initially 

difficult however. Since I offered no financial rewards for participation, participants had 

to have sufficient time and interest in the project if they were to sign up for a long-term 
                                                
16 As described above, this condition was outlined in the Ethics Approval for this study. 
17 The Informed Consent Form served as an informative description of the study, including its risks and 
benefits, as well as additional contact information for accessing relevant social services and support in 
Toronto and Mississauga. Participants were not asked to sign the form, only to choose a pseudonym to be 
used for keeping consistent records of their data. 
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commitment. Invited persons were told that participating in this phase would be informal, 

that my intention was to ‘hang out’ with them in order to learn more about their daily 

lives, and that although this could last several months or more, they would be able to 

terminate the project at any point. Some participants who ended up in this phase told me 

later that they were somewhat taken aback by the informality of the ethnographic 

approach, having had different presumptions about what research normally looks like 

(e.g., surveys, structured questions, etc.).18  

Further, since I could not recruit migrants directly, I had to rely on the hidden 

work of my few existing contacts, who themselves had to find the time and appropriate 

moments to invite others to partake in the study; thereafter, interested participants were 

required to initiate the first contact. All this was complicated by the realities of irregular 

migrants’ lives, which included not only precariousness and fear of apprehension, but 

long workdays at physically demanding jobs. It thus took several weeks before Kayah, 

my first participant, contacted me, explaining that she was interested in psychology, 

wanted to help ‘others like her,’ and perhaps most significantly, could afford the time 

commitment given her unemployed status at the time. In January, 2013, a group of men 

who worked together as roofers (Gawin, Gerard, and Mateusz) agreed to meet with me 

over food and drink, and from then on we met primarily in after-work, recreational 

contexts.  

The data gathered from these four individuals constituted the bulk of the research 

I collected in the first phase of participant observation (from December 2012 to May 

2013).  For reasons I explain below, I ended up conducting interviews near the end of this 

phase (in April 2013), after calling on these participants and again on my existing 

contacts in the Polish community to invite interviewees using the careful procedures and 

protective measures described above. I conducted one-on-one interviews with all eight 

persons who contacted me at this time (Ela, Janek, Sylwia, Agata, Veronika, Monika, 

Władomir, and Kamil), six of whom agreed to meet with me again during the second 

phase of my research. I saw Veronika only one more time in the second phase, whereas 

                                                
18 Several months into the research, Gawin told me that he was concerned about the quality of the data I 
was collecting given how I appeared to act more as a friend than scholar. Although I took this as a 
complement for my efforts to integrate into the lives of my participants, his comment speaks to the 
different expectations participants held while considering their involvement in this project. 
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Monika and Władomir met with me several times, and Kamil became a key informant in 

participant observation. The latter participants also recruited Gosia, Paweł, and Marzena 

for further interviews. Gerard’s wife, Viola, joined the participant observation in the 

second phase, after she arrived from Poland with their school-aged daughter. 

 

3.3 Participants  

 A total of sixteen Polish migrants (seven men, nine women, Mage = 28.6 years, age 

range: 21-63 years) took part either in long-term participant observations (two women, 

four men, age range: 23-56 years), open-ended interviews (six women, two men, age 

range: 21-63 years), or a combination of these (Władomir, 21 years; Monika, 23 years). 

Their demographic details upon arrival are summarized in Table 3.1.  

 

Table 3.1 Participant Demographics at Time of Arrival to Canada.  

 Date Age Marital Status Education Entry Status 

Agata 2008 18 Single High school Tourist 

Ela 2010 18 Single High school Tourist 

Gawin 2012 23 Single High school Temporary Worker 

Gerard 2012 31 Married Elementary Temporary Worker 

Gosia 2012 22 Single High school Temporary Worker 

Janek 2000 50 Married High school Tourist 

Kamil 2001 44 Single High school Tourist 

Kayah 2010 31 Married High school Temporary Worker 

Marzena 2011 50 Married High school Tourist 

Mateusz 2012 22 Single High school Temporary Worker 

Monika 2010 20 Single University Tourist 

Paweł 2002 34 Single Elementary Could not recall 

Sylwia 2012 24 Single University Tourist 

Veronika 2009 19 Single High school Tourist 

Viola 2014 32 Married High school Tourist 

Władomir 2012 20 Single High school Tourist 
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 All participants were Polish citizens who arrived to Canada between 2001 and 

2014 either via visitor or work permits. At the time of the study, participants had either 

(a) expired work or visitor permits and/or (b) were working without authorization. 

Participants thus satisfied the juridical criteria for being ‘illegal’ by virtue of either (a) 

residing in Canada without legal authorization; (b) working without legal authorization; 

or both (a) and (b).19 

While most participants arrived to Canada by themselves, all had at least one 

friend or relative in Canada with whom they stayed upon arrival for various durations of 

time (lasting from a few weeks to years). These network connections turned out to be 

crucial not only for mediating integration upon arrival, but also for encouraging 

participants to come to Canada in the first place. Many participants were young and 

single when they arrived, looking to explore their possibilities in Canada, whereas others 

came with their families hoping to eventually gain permanent residency (see Chapter 4 

for more details). Most participants had completed high school in Poland, some had 

incomplete university degrees (Gawin, Mateusz), and two had completed postgraduate 

degrees (Monika in Marketing and Management; Sylwia in Mathematics). Participants 

varied widely with respect to their work histories in Poland, but in Canada their jobs were 

most often in the service and construction sectors, where they involved what is 

commonly described as ‘3D’ or ‘4D’ work—that is, dirty, difficult, dangerous, and/or 

demeaning (e.g., Basok et al., 2014; International Labour Organization, n.d.). This 

distribution was also gendered, as all men but no women had worked in the construction 

sector at some point in their trajectory, and women were employed primarily as cleaners 

and deli workers (see Chapter 4 for further details). 

 

3.4 Procedure 
 In an effort to understand both the cultural contexts inhabited by ‘illegal’ 

migrants and the ways in which migrants navigated these, I collected data in two ways. 

First, long-term participant observation lasted 16 non-consecutive months spanning from 

December 2012 to July 2014, and occurred in two sessions: Phase 1 (December 2012 to 

                                                
19 I describe these criteria in section 2.2. 
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May 2013) and Phase 2 (October 2013 to July 2014).20 Second, I conducted nine in-depth 

interviews in April 2013 and two more in February and March 2014 with Marzena and 

Gosia, respectively. Table 3.2 summarizes this research trajectory and the participant 

characteristics at the time of the start of the study. 

 

3.4.1 Participant Observation: Phase I. Long-term participant observation and 

detailed note taking are ethnographic methods par excellence, involving intensive and 

sustained engagement with those whose lives ethnographers seek to portray from an 

inside point of view (Foley, 2002). In this study, I made continuous efforts to take part in 

the lives of my participants, initiating meetings and continuously seeking to spend time 

with them whenever they would allow for it. During our encounters I would pay close 

attention to participants’ comments and interactions with others, asking questions, and 

taking detailed notes about their experiences and reflections upon arrival back home from 

the field.  

Research encounters varied according to participants’ different life circumstances, 

which changed frequently throughout the research process, at times without very much 

notice. When I first met Kayah, she was living with her two school-aged children, her 

husband, and her mother-in-law in a single bedroom apartment in west Toronto. During 

this time we met largely outside of her home, often running errands, for instance, 

shopping for food and other household necessities, as well as taking her children to and 

from school. Intermittently we would take time to converse over coffee or other food and 

drink, which were opportune times for reflecting on the day and life in general. A few 

months later, once Kayah received several eviction threats from the landlord in the 

building for overcrowding the apartment, she and her family moved to another apartment 

where she felt at ease to receive guests. At this point we started meeting more frequently 

at her place, and I took part in her setting up her new home. 

The roofers operated in different contexts altogether. These were men who 

worked long hours of physically demanding work, and thus they would have time for me 

only after their working hours. We met primarily in recreational spaces—in restaurants, 

                                                
20 These two phases were interrupted by my having to return to Calgary to prepare and complete my 
candidacy examinations. 
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Table 3.2 Participant Demographics at the Time of Study.  

 Age   Status 

PHASE I: Dec 2012 – May 2013 
Participant observation 

Kayah 33 No status  

Gawin 24 Tourist  

Gerard 32 Tourist  

Mateusz 23 Work permit  

Interviews    

Agata 23 No status  

Ela 21 Tourist (extended x2)  

Janek 63 No status  

Kamil 56 No status  

Monika 23 No status  

Paweł 45 No status  

Sylwia 25 Tourist  

Veronika 23 No status  

Władomir 21 Tourist (extended x2)  

PHASE II: Oct 2013– Jul 2014    

New Participant observation    

Kamil -- --  

Monika -- --  

Viola 33 No status  

Władomir -- --  

Interviews    

Gosia 23 No status  

Marzena 53 No status  

Veronika -- --  

Note. All participants in participant observation Phase 1 also took part in its Phase 2. Of the Phase 1 
interview participants, Veronika met for a second interview, and Kamil, Monika, and Władomir took part 
in participant observation in Phase 2. Mateusz was part of my research in Phase 1, but he only became 
qualified to partake in this study in Phase 2, after his work permit expired. 
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bars, pool halls, concert halls, and occasionally, their homes. In Phase I of these 

observations, only Gawin and Gerard qualified to participate in my study (as both had 

overstayed their respective visa permits), whereas Mateusz had a temporary work permit, 

which expired by the time of the second phase of my participant observations. Because 

all three men formed a tightknit group of friends however, I often encountered them in 

group format; their gatherings were also facilitated by the fact that Gawin and Mateusz 

were both single during this time, and Gerard’s wife was in Poland. As my relationship 

with these men developed however, I managed to share one-on-one time with all of them, 

and Gawin in particular. 

With time I became increasingly close with all my participants, they invited me to 

more events and activities, and referred to me less as an outsider and more as a friend. I 

became an active and regular participant in their lives, whether as a frequent attendant 

during recreational outings or as a reliable aid during everyday routines.21 I began to feel 

increasingly accepted and familiar with their worlds, experienced the conversations to be 

more and more personal, and began to recognize my increasing role as a confidant with 

whom they could reflect on their daily lives. All this was, of course, what I had hoped 

for. However, several months into this process, I still felt uncertain about my impressions 

and findings. I could not differentiate just how much of what I was witnessing had to do 

with ‘illegality’ versus, say, Polish culture or low socioeconomic status. At times I felt 

that my writing lacked depth and insight, which may have been expected at this stage but 

it was nevertheless unsettling. Most importantly, I began to worry about having too few 

participants and by extension, not enough diversity in the project.  

For all these reasons, I appealed to my participants and existing contacts once 

again to invite their friends or acquaintances to take part in one-on-one interviews 

(described below). The interviews ended up being very helpful not only for learning more 

about ‘illegal’ experience (see Appendix B), but they also brought me more participants 

for long-term observation. Of the ten people interviewed, Veronika, Monika, Władomir, 

and Kamil met with me again, and all but Veronika met with me again multiple times. 

Kamil joined the participant observations immediately following the interview, both 

                                                
21 This was especially the case with Kayah. Because I had a car and she did not, I often offered to take her 
around the city to run errands and other daily necessities. 



 

 
 

45 

because he was interested in the project and because he was self-employed and had a 

flexible and open schedule. We met several times in April just before I left on a brief stint 

to Calgary (May 2013 – October 2013), but I did not get to know him until Phase II. 

 
3.4.2 Participant Observation: Phase II. I maintained some contact with all four 

participants (Kayah, Gawin, Gerard, Kamil) over the phone while being away from 

Toronto in between Phase I and II, but these conversations were infrequent and mainly 

intended to keep our connections alive and semi-updated. It was not until I returned to 

Toronto in October 2013, that I actively re-integrated into my participants’ lives. Upon 

return I was greeted warmly and generously, with invitations to get-togethers deliberately 

organized to welcome me back and catch up over food and drink. Things had changed 

quite a bit. Kayah had left the deli job she acquired during Phase I and was starting 

another, more favorable position as food distributor; her home was now fully furnished 

with all kinds of newly acquired furnishings, and she even had a new roommate to help 

pay for the rent. As for the roofers, while Gawin had already left the roofing company in 

the last months of Phase I, when I returned he was again in the midst of changing jobs 

given the insecurity of the contract work involved. Mateusz and Gerard were still 

working with the same roofing company—though Mateusz was now doing this illegally; 

but since April 2013, they were living together in a two-bedroom apartment owned by 

their boss, and more recently, Gerard’s wife, Viola, and their school-aged daughter also 

moved in. Finally, upon my return I encountered Kamil in grave circumstances, 

desperately fighting and fleeing deportation threats initiated by a previous business 

partner who accused Kamil of owing him money.  

These new situations, along with my different relationship with participants at this 

time, gave Phase II a very different start and flavor overall. While I continued to meet 

with Kayah regularly in this phase, given the substantive time I had spent with her in the 

past, it was important for me to devote more time to Viola and Kamil, as well as Monika 

and Władomir—although I only managed to meet with the latter two a handful of times. 

Spending time with Viola was especially helpful. As a traditional, Polish wife whose life 

concentrated on taking care of the home and raising her daughter, Viola occupied a 

comparable position to Kayah and in this provided a meaningful contrast for 
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understanding what it is like for women in these positions. Further, as Viola was very 

friendly and talkative, she described to me in more detail what life at home looked like 

with Gerard and Mateusz, and she provided me with her own perspectives on the men’s 

work situation. Finally, by spending time with Viola, I inevitably spent more time with 

Gerard and Mateusz, as well as other members of their social circles. Over time I felt 

increasingly a member of this social group, receiving invitations to all kinds of key 

events, including birthdays, namedays, and even Viola’s daughter’s communion.  

Unfortunately, despite their ongoing efforts to obtain status in Canada, this entire 

group—Mateusz, Gerard, Viola, and her and Gerard’s daughter—was compelled to leave 

Canada abruptly in September, 2014, when Gerard experienced a serious back injury 

after falling from a roof 15 meters high, and Mateusz, who had caught the rope that 

deterred his fall, also suffered thereafter from problems with his abdomen. Fearing high 

healthcare costs and potentially attracting attention from the authorities, the entire group 

left Canada within weeks of the event.  

I experienced a very different trajectory with Kamil. He was older than the other 

participants (56 years old when I first met him), self-employed as a tiling contractor, 

single, and living precariously in Canada for over ten years.22 Since he was interested 

both in psychology and in my project, he would make special efforts to show me where 

and how he worked, invited me to key spots that he would frequent (e.g., restaurants, 

libraries), and readily shared his many immigration stories—which included, 

interestingly for me, a stint in Calgary. Because he was alone and had few reliable 

friends, he also tended to call on me for help in diverse situations, from translating job 

advertisements, to talking to customer service about his credit card payments, to 

instructing him in English. Indeed, because Kamil wanted to learn English, we used this 

as a pretext for our regular meetings—even though we often spent more time talking 

about life in Polish than studying English. While Kamil managed to avoid deportation 

threats in the fall of 2013, he was apprehended and deported in 2014, when, after 

                                                
22 Kamil could not remember when he arrived to Canada, but he estimated 2001. Interestingly, he originally 
applied for refugee status in Canada based on a history of threats from mafia members in Poland; however, 
his application was denied after seven years. Thereafter he remained in Canada nevertheless, working and 
living without authorization. 
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incurring an epileptic seizure, he was taken to the hospital and there identified through 

his deportation order on record. 

As mentioned, Veronika, Monika, and Władomir agreed in Phase I only to be 

interviewed, but after this they expressed interest in meeting again in Phase II. I only met 

with Veronika once more over a coffee, but both Monika and Władomir met with me 

several times primarily over food and drink, whether in coffee shops, restaurants, bars, or 

shopping malls. Monika eventually obtained permanent residency through a common law 

relationship, whereas Władomir, as far as I know, is still living and working in Canada 

without papers. 

Phase II ended when I moved back to Calgary for academic reasons, including 

writing this dissertation. Despite this, I kept my research phone operative and remained 

available to all participants for several months following my move, which was also how I 

remained current about Gerard’s work accident and the developments that followed. I 

discontinued this phone service only in March 2015 for the purposes of focusing on my 

writing. Prior to this I debriefed all participants and promised to send a summary page of 

the findings from the dissertation once it was completed. 

Note taking in the field. That I was prohibited from using electronic records for 

this project seriously limited my possibilities for data collection. It was often awkward to 

pull out a paper and pencil while doing activities with participants, and even when it 

would be physically possible, I often felt it would detract from my attempts to draw away 

from being seen as a researcher. For these reasons, during my time in the field I would 

often jot points or common phrases on a notepad that I would use primarily outside of 

participants’ purview, such as when I would go to the restroom or have to wait for 

someone in my car in-between events. This meant that the bulk of my writing happened 

after each session, upon my return home. That is, after every session with my 

participant(s), I would come home to write for several hours, at this point typing out as 

much as I could remember about my experience in the field, describing the contexts I had 

visited, the events that occurred, the social dynamics, what participants said (and did not 

say), as well as reflecting on my own role for the purposes of reflexivity. 
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3.4.3 Interviews. I conducted nine interviews in March and April 2013, one in 

February 2014 (Marzena), and one in March 2014 (Gosia). As mentioned, I had 

originally planned to conduct interviews only at the end of all participant observation 

phases, but given my concerns about the data collected in the first phase of participant 

observation (see above), I decided to start them earlier; this ended up being a very good 

idea, at the interviews helped me recruit more participants for the second phase of 

participant observation. 
Contexts. All interviewees were recruited by my initial contacts in the Polish 

community or participants from Phase I of my research, and all of the latter were 

instructed to take special precautions to avoid coercion in this process (as explained in 

section 2.4.1). Each of the interviewees was asked to choose a suitable time and place for 

‘an interview on what it’s like to be without papers in Canada.’ Many chose to meet at 

local coffee shops, whereas others preferred to meet in their homes. Although I initially 

expressed concerns over carrying out the interviewees in coffee shops, those who chose 

these locations explained that these were not dangerous contexts, especially when the 

interviews were conducted in Polish. Others maintained that it is important for irregular 

migrants not to be fearful of public spaces, since fearful behavior invites opportunities for 

being apprehended. Nevertheless, given the sensitivity of the topic, Agata (my first 

interviewee) and I developed a Polish pseudonym for the phrase ‘being illegal,’ which I 

used thereafter with other participants whom I interviewed in coffee shops.23 

Interview Materials. The interviews were semi-structured and open-ended, and 

all but one were conducted in Polish (see Appendix C for the interview protocol in 

English).24 Each interview began with a series of demographic questions, after which I 

opened up the conversation by asking participants to recount their arrival story to Canada. 

The idea was to inspire migration narratives, which participants tended to begin with their 

first decisions to move. Participants often recounted their reasons for choosing Canada as 

destination country over Europe; what their arrival experience was like; how and when 

                                                
23 In Polish, ‘being illegal’ is commonly referred to as ‘bycie na czarno,’ which translates as ‘being on 
black terms.’ To distract unwarranted attention, my interviewees and I developed the phrase ‘bycie na 
różowo’ or ‘being on pink terms’ as a replacement. 
24 The exception was Władomir, a Polish citizen who knew Polish but was also fluent in English given that 
he grew up undocumented in New York City; but even here we spoke a little bit of both languages 
whenever we found one to be more appropriate than the other. 
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they lost their status; and when they began to work and/or live without authorization. 

Once participants described their histories, I turned to my interview guide, which 

comprised a series of questions organized around the following topics:  

1. Employment (e.g., “Can you describe to me what kinds of jobs you held 

in Canada?”) 

2. Friends and family (e.g., “Do you have many friends here?”) 

3. Everyday life (e.g., “What do you do when you have a day off?”) 

4. Acculturation (e.g., “How did you experience Canadian culture upon 

arrival?”) 

5. Irregular status (e.g., “How would you explain what it’s like to be 

without status to someone who has never lived without it before?”) 

6. Life evaluation and reflections (e.g., “How does your life today 

compare to how you had imagined it before arrival?”) 

7. Conclusive thoughts (e.g., “Is anything else that you think is worth 

asking others with respect to irregular migration?”).  

These questions were simply meant as prompts and reminders about important 

topics to address. The interviewees often addressed several of my questions in response 

to a single prompt, and thus I rarely had to ask all of the questions I had prepared in order 

to gain knowledge about the various topics that were of interest to me.  

The interviews lasted anywhere between 1.5 to 5.5 hours, but most were about 2-3 

hours. I did not anticipate such long conversations, but they evolved organically as 

participants demonstrated interest in the topics, elaborated more details about their 

stories, and were willing to spend the time conversing.25 Few interviews lasted less than 

two hours, and this was either because participants had limited predetermined timeframes 

(Ela) and/or they gave much more succinct answers to the questions (Władomir). Rarely 

did participants refuse to respond to questions; only Sylwia and Ela refused early in the 

interview not to disclose any details about their romantic relationships. 

Once participants completed the interviews, they were debriefed and asked about 

their experience during the interview. My intention was always to make sure that the 

                                                
25 Sylwia, for instance, scheduled precisely 6 hours for our interview, as she asked that I pick her up from 
home at 10am and thereafter drop her off at work for a shift that began at 2pm. 
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interview addressed pertinent questions to participants’ lives and that interviewees did 

not experience fear or discomfort either during the interview or with respect to how the 

data were being used. Although it would be untrue to say that participants always 

appeared comfortable throughout the interview process, in general participants spoke 

readily about their lives and mentioned that they appreciated having the opportunity to do 

so.  

Note taking during interviews. Given the considerable length of the interviews and 

the fact that they comprised a special opportunity to listen to participants and take notes 

simultaneously, I left each interview with a full booklet of messy, hastily written notes, 

which I would then take home and type out for several hours, depending on the length of 

the interview. Having the interview experience fresh in memory, I would elaborate 

shortened points, add additional comments, describe the context, the interview dynamics, 

and attend to my reflexivity. As a follow-up process to what were already lengthy 

discussions, this note taking process was often arduous; however, I found it incredibly 

important to do it right away and it was very useful for me to think through my findings 

in preparation not only for the next interview, but also for later participant observations. 

 
3.5 Data Analysis 

Inspired by cultural psychology and critical migration theory, this project aimed 

to describe what deportability was like for Polish migrants living and/or working without 

status in Toronto and Mississauga. My analyses were primarily psychological insofar as 

my major concern was with migrants’ experience, but they were critical and cultural 

insofar as I was interested in the subjectivity formed in particular cultural and 

sociopolitical contexts. Taken together, I sought thick descriptions of migrant subjectivity 

by studying how sociopolitical factors outlined the possibilities of migrants’ lives as well 

as how migrants understood, interpreted, reworked, etc. their contexts, creating in this 

unique lives irreducible to their sociopolitical determinants. Further, from a reflexive 

stance, I remained vigilant both about how I was implicated in the knowledge I was 

producing and about how my writing mattered for the persons whose voices I was 

representing. My ultimate goal was to produce a socially informed analysis of 

deportability meant to challenge dominant interpretations of ‘illegal’ migrants.  
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My research generated two major sets of findings: (a) observations of participants 

in their everyday contexts and (b) responses to interview questions. Together these notes 

were substantial—I accumulated data from over 100 participant observation meetings 

alone. While I kept separate, chronologically organized computer files for each 

participant in this study, I also kept separate files for group meetings, and special logs 

with reflexivity notes from both participant observations and interviews.  

I used Nvivo (version 10) software to organize and qualitatively analyze my data. 

Within Nvivo, I would be able to code each of my two data sets separately first, and 

thereafter, once I had generated the most common ‘nodes’ from each set, I could compare 

and/or combine common findings. I treated the sets separately at first because each 

represented different types of knowledge (one primarily reflective, the other a 

combination of ‘real time’ findings and reflections) that merited different approaches to 

analysis.  

It is significant that the data in this project was not collected using electronic 

recordings. This meant that all the materials to be thematically analyzed were already 

analyses of sorts, organized according to what I found to be relevant at the time of their 

making, which would take place when I returned home either after spending time in the 

field or after having hand-written hurriedly all I could during the interviews. My thematic 

analysis was in this sense already a second order analysis meant to identify common 

patterns in my accounts of the situations I had observed and in which I had participated, 

the dialogues that I had documented, the contexts that I described, etc., all of which 

would lead me to a partial account of the cultural worlds that migrants inhabited and 

navigated.  

 

3.5.1 The Analytical Process. I first began my analyses by reading over each of 

the data sets (participant observation and interview) without coding, taking only some 

preliminary notes on the research process as a whole, including how my own ideas had 

developed over time (as documented in my reflexivity notes). Thereafter I began to code 

each data set in turn, beginning with the participant observation research. I reasoned that 

this set would provide the core findings for this study given both the volume and real 
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time quality of these observations; the interview data could then serve to corroborate as 

well as challenge and diversify my impressions from the field.  

I read each participant’s file separately, coding each for details relevant to 

understanding their everyday lives, including the physical and social spaces they 

inhabited, cultural milieus, closest friends, job circumstances, daily routines, stresses and 

struggles, and anything else that seemed to be meaningful for articulating what their 

everyday worlds were like. This first level of coding helped make the research more 

manageable, and it already disclosed some major areas for future focus. With respect to 

migrants’ experiences, the most frequent theme by far was ‘Precariousnesss’ (with over 

one hundred references), followed by ‘Attitude cultivating’ (53 references) and 

‘Comparing Canada and Poland’ (50 references).  

I then began a series of analyses on this coded material, which I would do 

intermittently with analyses of the interview data (see below). That is, although I kept the 

analyses from these data sets separately, I would go back and forth between them in order 

to cross-examine my impressions from each and further hone in on what appeared 

important across all the data in this project. These analyses of the participant observation 

data focused on common themes across participant experiences, and—given my critical, 

cultural psychological perspective—I was especially interested in identifying common 

life aims, expectations, tensions, conflicts, challenges, moral dilemmas, etc., that could 

characterize ‘illegal’ life. As I read and re-read this material, taking extensive notes in 

between, I searched for connections among the major themes identified (e.g., 

exploitation, mistrust, uncertainty, hope, independence etc.), seeking to make sense of 

how they ‘held together’ as the ‘psychic life’ produced in ‘illegalized’ contexts.  

My analyses of the interview set proceeded in similar fashion, as I began with a 

general coding meant to identify details relevant for understanding each participants’ 

case, followed by observations of common themes across participants. This data set was 

by definition more organized than my notes from participant observation. Since I had to 

reproduce the interviews myself after each session, I had already made efforts to group 

the answers in connection to the major themes discussed in the sessions—e.g., job 

experiences, deportation threats, problems with healthcare, etc. My analysis thus 

consisted primarily in looking for common threads in participants responses, including 
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common problems, altercations, resolutions, hopes, and the like. As mentioned, the major 

point of the interview analysis was to cross-examine as well as add diversity and context 

to the research findings I had gathered in ‘real-time’ from the field—and in this they did 

turn out to be very useful. Common questions, concerns, hopes, disappointments were 

shared between participants in the interviews and participant observations, and to the 

extent that the interviews verified their frequencies and illuminated their diverse 

manifestations, these analyses helped me distinguish key dynamics of deportable 

experience. 

The interviews did more than this however. As an amalgamation of reflections 

collected at different times during different migrants’ stay, the interviews rendered 

deportability a basic temporal structure, which I then adopted as basic structure for 

presenting my findings. That is, deportability appeared to be neither a single kind of 

experience nor even a group of experiences, but a common trajectory of experiences with 

a distinguishable beginning, middle, and end. Not only did the interviewees make similar 

claims depending on where they were situated in their ‘illegal career’ at the time of the 

interview, but—what was most revealing—they recalled common challenges, hopes, 

jobs, threats, etc. that were associated with different moments during their illegal stay; 

comparable ‘lessons learned’; regrets; disappointments; as well as moments of success 

and personal growth.  

With this insight, I began to both look for and subsequently recognize a general, 

temporal thread running through the research findings, which not only helped me makes 

sense of the various themes as a whole, but also locate migrants’ experiences in a broader 

context. Put differently, I was able to situate migrants’ basic struggles, conflicts, hopes, 

and dreams along a basic trajectory relevant to others who find themselves in deportable 

circumstances, and in so doing, I could observe more clearly how their unique 

experiences—themselves temporal phenomena—gained meaning from their broader 

temporal context. For these reasons, the results of this study are organized in a trajectory 

format that attempts to portray ‘what it is like’ to enter, become, and remain in Canada as 

an ‘illegal’ migrant, with added insights about the prognosis of such journeys. 

 

 



 

 
 

54 

3.6 Structure of the Results 

Given that I encountered migrants only at particular points during their ‘illegal’ 

stays and for relatively brief durations of time, it may be argued that a trajectory format is 

an obvious imposition ‘from the researcher’s point of view.’ I agree—it is a scholastic 

spectacle of sorts (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). That said, there are several reasons that 

make a trajectory particularly effective for portraying my findings and most importantly, 

for illustrating the psychological dynamics of deportability.  

First, notwithstanding the sociopolitical forces that determine ‘illegality,’ this 

study is primarily about persons, and specifically, about persons who move and become 

‘illegal’ as a result of their movements. The emphasis on the person is significant. 

Migrants qua persons are regularly dismissed in research when economic circumstances, 

institutional contexts, social networks, rational calculations, etc. are treated as the 

motives for migrant movements, rather than, say, migrants personal hopes, irrational 

desires, unfounded fears, etc., which both inspire decisions to move and influence how 

migrants make sense of their stay (Ahmad, 2011). Through a trajectory approach I could 

in turn focus on how persons move through contexts, and in this bring emphasis to the 

way migrants gauge, interpret, and rework the sociopolitical realities that constitute their 

possibilities for existence.26 Further, from a critical perspective, the idea is not to 

essentialize ‘undocumented persons’ and from here study their experiences but to trace 

how migrants become ‘illegal’ and deportable, and how they undergo ‘illegalization’ and 

deportability. A trajectory approach is useful for observing these formative processes. 

Finally, that this thesis is about the process of becoming ‘illegal’ and navigating 

‘illegalized’ contexts in itself implies a temporal understanding. It is in lived or existential 

time that migrants respond to the broader ‘illegalizing’ processes that constitute the 

possibilities of their lives. A trajectory approach is important here for two reasons: first, 

to situate migrants’ experiences within the broader contexts of their personal histories; 

and second, to examine experience itself as a dynamic, temporal affair—or, to borrow 

from Heidegger, as “temporality” (1927/1962). Heidegger describes lived time as a 

threefold process wherein the past (or a ‘having been’) is taken up in the ‘present’ and 

                                                
26 A focus on the person does not mean to separate persons from contexts. As I have already explained, 
cultural experience and sociopolitical contexts are mutually constitutive. 
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reformulated into a new possibility directed toward the future (Heidegger, 1927/1962). 

Sociocultural scholars have similarly theorized subjectivity as an ongoing, dialogical 

reconfiguration of social worlds with others and toward the future (cf. Simão, Guimarães, 

& Valsiner, in press); and I also view deportable life as an ongoing formation of this 

kind.27 Ultimately then, the purpose of outlining a general trajectory of the journey into 

‘illegality’ for Polish migrants is not about mapping a formula for deportable existence in 

abstract time, but studying how migrants’ lives unfold dialogically, with and for others, in 

lived time within particular sociopolitical contexts that outline their possibilities and 

render them their meaning (Ellis & Stam, in press-b).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
27 There will have to be more to this however, since from a critical perspective the subject’s formation—
his/her taking up of the past in the direction toward a future with and for others—can be both exploited 
(Butler, 1997) and escaped (Stephenson & Papadopoulos, 2006). I will take up these ideas in Chapter 7. 
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Chapter 4: Migrating  

 

4.1 Introduction 

 This chapter summarizes the major themes identified in participants’ stories of 

departure and stories of arrival to Canada. The point is to introduce the participants of 

this study and provide a starting point for their broader trajectories toward deportability. 

Participants’ stories of departure are organized according to the major reasons given for 

migration, which include economic motives, exploration, and family reunion. Together 

these motives highlight how ‘illegal’ migration from Poland to Canada rarely began with 

calculated and/or long-term efforts and consequently, few persons expected to experience 

the struggles that awaited them upon arrival. Turning next to participants’ stories of 

arrival, I highlight the mixed opportunities and challenges that the men and women in 

this study considered as they decided to stay in Canada past the duration of their original 

visa permits. 

  

 4.1.1 Note on Citing from Various Sources.  I will employ the following 

approach to differentiate between participants’ direct quotes, paraphrases, and other field 

notes. Statements enclosed in double quotation marks will refer to direct quotes made by 

participants, which I had managed to record on-site. These will most often be followed by 

a translation into English; for instance, “A czego mam się bać [Why should I be 

scared]?!” was a direct quote made by Gawin. All translations and changes to the text 

made for the purposes of writing this dissertation will be included in square brackets. 

 Statements enclosed in single quotes will refer to my paraphrasing of what 

participants had said, which I would originally formulate and include in my field notes 

immediately after a research session. These paraphrases at times comprise my immediate 

translations of what participants had said from Polish into English. I differentiated 

paraphrases from other notes in order to retain more lifelike records of what participants 

had said and the way they had said it, for otherwise I had no way of reproducing their 

direct claims. Thus, when I write, Gawin says he ‘works hard, doesn’t hurt or bother 

anyone,’ I am quoting a paraphrase from my field notes.  
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 Finally, I will cite my field notes in one of two ways. First, shorter, in-text quotes 

will be enclosed in triangular brackets; for instance, < They finally opened up a big 

movie theatre … ‘Can you believe it?!’ she exclaims. > This is a sentence taken directly 

from my field notes that includes a paraphrase. Secondly, all longer quotes from my field 

notes will appear as indented text (such as the quote below about Gawin) and will be 

accompanied by the date of their recording. Should I break any of the rules mentioned 

(e.g., by adding emphases not in the field notes), I will indicate this explicitly. 

 

4.2 Departure 
Gawin explained that he left Poland when things really fell apart for him there. He 

was from a family of ‘army men’ and was training for years to become part of 

Poland’s secret service. He had done all kinds of physical examinations and 

background checks; was always clean, never drank or did drugs; enrolled in school 

for physical education; was at the top of his class; and passed all the steps necessary 

to gain acceptance to the secret service training program. Convinced of his future 

success, he was shocked when the day before a final interview he received a call 

from his doctor who said he had a medical condition that wouldn’t allow him to 

receive a satisfactory health statement. As this effectively eliminated his chances at 

secret service training, he was “zrospaczony bo tyle czasu w to włożyłem 

[devastated given all the time he had put into this project].” He had connections in 

the army that made it possible for him to become an officer, but that was not 

appealing to him—and on top of it, “to marne pieniądze [the pay is poor].” His 

circumstances at home were equally depressing, as he lived with his parents who 

were in poor relations and his father was an alcoholic. Gawin says he ‘wanted 

something else.’ He started working as a bouncer for some of Warsaw’s top clubs 

when an old friend from childhood called him from Canada and urged him to come 

and visit. He told Gawin that there were ‘tons of jobs and lots of money, painting a 

really great picture of what was to come.’ Convinced, Gawin procured a yearlong 

work permit, and left. (Gawin 02/02/2013) 
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 Gawin’s story introduces the mixture of situational factors and personal 

considerations that contributed to participants’ decisions to migrate to Canada. All too 

often migration stories are discussed primarily in economic terms, and migrants treated as 

rational agents who calculate the most profitable living circumstance, and direct all their 

energies toward their goals. While all participants in this study cited poor living 

conditions and economic circumstances as reasons for leaving Poland, these were not the 

principal motives for all. Further, participants’ stories of departure revealed the ways that 

decisions to migrate were complicated, circumstantial, and open to possibilities rather 

than premeditated and long-term. Gawin, for instance, had for a long time imagined his 

future in Poland, and it was only when his plans abruptly failed that the trip to Canada 

grew as an opportunity of sorts. He also did not have a set plan to stay in Canada, but 

wanted to examine the kinds of prospects available to him. 

 Gawin’s story also highlights the significant role of family and friends abroad 

who encourage participants to visit, enticing them with favorable images of the worlds 

that are to be encountered upon arrival. While neither Canada, Toronto, or North 

American life more generally were entirely foreign to participants given their access to 

the internet, films, and other communication technologies, stories told by family 

members and further, their offers of support served as the final pull for choosing Canada 

over other destinations. In what follows, I discuss three major motives for participants’ 

migrations to Canada, which will provide a necessary starting point for appreciating 

participants’ experiences upon arrival and beyond. 

 
 4.2.1 Economic Motives. Even when they were not described as the chief reasons 

for migration, the economic circumstances in Poland were viewed by all participants as 

important motives for migrating. All participants complained about limited job 

opportunities in Poland, the marginal rewards for the work available, and the excessive 

efforts necessary to achieve even satisfactory living conditions. ‘Even if you had a job, 

you would still be living from paycheck to paycheck,’ explained Mateusz who came from 

the suburbs of Warsaw. Gerard, who came from a small village, recounted that at one 

point he was working 356 hours per month installing windows, and even then ‘it was 

difficult to live comfortably and it just wasn’t worth it.’ Kamil, who was 56 and had 
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several businesses in Poland at one time before he migrated to Canada maintained that 

Poland was 50 years behind other European countries: < while other countries were 

developing in the post-War era, ‘Poland stood still—or even moved backward!’ > 

 The prospects were especially depressing for young people, as even with 

university degrees, the chances to find a good job were described as meager. Veronika, 

who lived near Cracow maintained, ‘unless you have it in you to become entrepreneur 

and have something good that could grow, or unless you have some actual education and 

experience, you won’t be gaining a lot of money. And even if you reach the latter, it’s 

only after some time that you can get to any real money.’ Young participants complained 

that it was virtually impossible to become self-sufficient and leave their parental homes, 

as life was expensive in comparison to the average salaries available. Janek, who was 63 

years old when I met him, left Poland to support his family there. He explained:  

 

‘Young couples have a hard time finding work, they have to live at home with their 

mothers who have marginal pensions.’ He notes that there are situations where five 

people live off a single pension. … ‘That’s why he’s in Canada,’ he says. “Tam nie 

ma możliwości [there are no opportunities in Poland].” (Janek 04/18/2013) 

 

 Sylwia, who was 24 when she migrated from a mid-size town in Poland, gives a 

clear example of how the limited economic context propelled her decision to move: 

 

She said that ‘the future opportunities in her home town horrified her.’ She was a 

university student at the time when all kinds of department stores were being built 

in her city, and the only possible future jobs involved working in the stores. She 

laughs that there was an article in the paper once about how much ‘consumption 

per square footage’ was allotted to every city inhabitant. They finally opened up a 

big movie theatre, where they were going to pay people 5 złoty per hour to work 

[about 1.7 CAD/hour]. ‘Can you believe it?!’ she exclaims. It was pathetic, but it 

was something meant for students to “sobie dorabiać [make extra cash]” and so she 

started working there, eventually becoming offered a ‘temporary promotion’ to 

work as office administrator to replace someone temporarily. She got excited, she 
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says, until she found out that the pay would be 1100zl/month [about 375 

CAD/month], which was minimum wage. ‘I almost fell off my chair!’ she 

exclaims, as the pay could not allow her to live on her own and support herself. 

‘This was depressing,’ she continues, and ‘so the job at the movie theatre 

reaffirmed my need to leave Poland,’ which she had already begun considering for 

some time. Because she had an uncle in Canada from whom she ‘knew she would 

receive support should she come over,’ as soon as she finished her degree, she 

packed her things and left. (Sylwia, 03/21/2013) 

 

 Sylwia was outraged by the economic opportunities available to her in Poland, 

and it was evident that they formed her major reasons for migrating. In her rush to leave 

however, Sylwia explained that she ‘didn’t have time to look around for better ways to 

leave the country’ and hoped to secure residency upon arrival.  

 Gosia explained that she left because ‘there were no jobs,’ adding that she had an 

especially difficult time finding work given her diabetes; ‘employers in Poland will 

discriminate against people with chronic diseases,’ she explained. She left with her 

boyfriend who had a connection in Canada and the two of them arrived with yearlong 

work permits, and hoped thereafter to gain residency. Notably, in the context of this 

study, Gosia and Sylwia were unique in outlining explicit economic aims, as all other 

women arrived either primarily to explore the opportunities available in Canada (without 

concrete economic/work plans) and/or they came to join their husbands as dependents 

(more on this below).  

 With the exception of Kamil, all the men in this study cited economic motives as 

their primary reasons for migrating. Gerard and Paweł both came from small villages 

where they worked physically for minimal pay and could barely make ends meet; going 

to Canada meant having the opportunity to save money, but neither had a concrete plan 

for how long they would stay. Paweł was single and had a few siblings in Toronto who 

promised him accommodations. He explained that < for most of his life he had no 

thoughts that he would go to America (as in, it would never be possible for someone like 

him), but then ‘when the opportunity arose and the chance opened up, he went for it.’ > 

He did not procure a work permit because he was not planning on staying for very long. 
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Gerard in turn had a brother-in-law (Viola’s brother) in Toronto who promised him a job 

upon arrival to Toronto; accordingly Gerard procured a work permit and left Viola and 

their daughter at home; Viola would rejoin him at a later time.  

 Janek was a retired cop who at 50 years of age found himself ‘not doing very 

much, being somewhat bored, fishing here and there.’ He had been to Canada in the past 

and knew that he could secure a job and save money as a baker there; and < if he could 

help his family by going, he figured, ‘why not?’ > As he knew he had a job that paid 

cash, he left to Canada on a tourist visa; his plan was to nevertheless stay and work for a 

couple of years.  

 Mateusz and Gawin were college students in their 20s living with their parents in 

the suburbs of Warsaw, both disenchanted with their economic opportunities in Poland. 

As I mentioned above, Gawin sought better opportunities once his original plans to 

become a secret service agent failed; he was not set on staying permanently, but was open 

to it. That said, when I met Gawin he had already been back and forth between Canada 

and Poland, as he experienced health complications during his first visit and returned to 

Poland to address them; only two weeks before his work permit expired, he came back to 

Canada, still open to explore his options. 

 Mateusz in turn had many siblings who had migrated to diverse countries, 

including a brother in Canada who had regularly encouraged him to come work alongside 

him as a roofer. When I asked Mateusz what made him come, < he laughed and said, 

‘Oh, you know how it is with brothers; he told me to come so I came.’ > On a later more 

serious note, he explained that nobody pressured him to come, he wanted to see what 

prospects Canada had to offer; he thus secured a work permit and left.  

 Władomir, a 21 year-old when I first met him, had an exceptional story in the 

context of this study.  

 

He was born in Poland but brought up without status in New York primarily by his 

mother. Only around 15-16 years of age, ‘when he started asking questions about 

why he doesn’t have a passport and why he can’t go on vacations with his friends,’ 

did he find out that he lacked status, and to avoid becoming ‘illegal,’ he left the 

country, along with his mother, two days before turning eighteen. He had a father in 
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Poland who was pretty well off but who provided him with no financial or other 

support since he was born. Upon arrival to Poland he hoped to ask him for support 

and to gain enough money to apply for a student visa and study screenwriting in 

New York. His father denied his request however, and while Władomir pursued 

him legally, he lost what turned into a two-year legal suit. In the meantime, 

Władomir’s mother (who was banned entry into the U.S. for 10 years having 

overstayed), flew to Canada on a tourist visa, met a man she thought she would 

marry, and encouraged Władomir to come so that eventually she could help him 

gain status in Canada. Władomir thus arrived to Canada on a tourist visa. While he 

hoped to gain status, he was ultimately looking to save enough money ($30 000) to 

afford to apply for a student visa and go back to New York. (Władomir 04/15/2013) 

 

 Władomir’s story underscores the extent to which even economically driven 

migrations are not straightforward, calculated decisions but grow out of a variety of 

personal and circumstantial factors. Further, like other economically motivated 

participants, Władomir was not set on remaining in Canada permanently (despite seeking 

permanent residency); he was open to overstaying however, which was a real possibility 

given the time he needed for his mother to secure permanent residency. As some stories 

show and others will follow, several participants were ‘open’ to remaining, but for 

various personal and other reasons, left Poland as tourists, intending on working holidays 

of sorts. Consequently, they often did not anticipate how long they would want to stay, or 

the difficulties they would experience with securing papers upon arrival. 

 Finally, running through all of the above is the significant role of family and 

friends in encouraging participants both to migrate and choose Canada as their 

destination. Indeed, all participants migrated to Canada with the encouragement and 

promised support of relatives and/or friends. Had they lacked these connections, they 

often explained, they would have migrated to somewhere in Europe. Not only did friends 

and relatives ensure accommodations upon arrival and often either pay or lend money for 

tickets, these persons told stories about the possibilities for living in Canada, which were 

usually favorable but not always realistic. Whichever the case, upon departure from 
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Poland it was well known that there was work in Canada and that it was available even 

without status. 

  

 4.2.2 Exploration. While all participants recognized their limited economic 

opportunities in Poland, not everyone saw them as sufficient motives for leaving. Most of 

the young women who migrated independently did so primarily on an exploratory basis, 

itself propelled by the enticements and promises from relatives abroad. Veronika had an 

entire lineage of family members in Canada and having just finished high school, < she 

wanted to go to university in Poland, but also wanted to see Canada and knew that if she 

didn’t go right away, she wouldn’t be able to go for some time. > Her trip meant to be 

short-term and exploratory, she was not even planning to work.  

 Ela too had just completed high school and was also planning to go to university 

in Poland. When I asked her about how she ended up in Canada, she told me, “to był 

czysty przypadek [it was a pure coincidence]”:  

 

She was still in high school when her uncle (who lived in Mississauga) was urging 

her sister to come to Canada, but she did not want to go. Her uncle would say, 

‘chodź zobacz, poznaj inne życie, zobacz czegoś innego [come, learn about a 

different life, see something different].” For Ela this was enticing and given her 

sister’s refusal, Ela took advantage of his invitation and left Poland as soon as she 

completed high school. In Canada she worked without authorization at a deli for 

some time, then in a restaurant. Canada appealed to her then but as she had been set 

on university for quite some time, she decided to come back to Poland. Two weeks 

into university, she changed her mind and returned to Canada seeking to stay 

permanently.  

 ‘What motivated you to come back the second time?’ I asked her. “Inne życie, nie 

wiem… [A different life, I am not really sure…].” She notes that she had to live at 

home with her mom in Poland, whereas here she could be independent; she knew 

also that here she could always count on help from her uncle, who was in turn 

encouraging her to come. “Sam mnie namawiał żeby tu zostać! [After all, he was 

the one convincing me to stay!].” (Ela 03/20/2013) 
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 Despite her young age, Ela’s case was already protracted by the time I met her 

(after her second arrival). I highlight it here primarily to show how not all participants 

were in Canada for the first time with precarious legal status, and like Władomir’s story 

above, their histories of arrival were far from clear-cut and calculated. What started out as 

exploration for Ela turned into a second economic migration. I noted above that Janek too 

had gone back and forth, and Gawin was also here for a second time once I met him.  

 Agata visited Canada only as a child, but nevertheless, < already then she thought, 

“to jest moje miejsce [this is my home].” > Like the women above, she also left after high 

school, not certain of what she wanted to study in university just yet. She was more 

committed to leaving Poland, as she said ‘she didn’t imagine having a future in Poland; 

had it not been Canada, she would have moved to another country in Europe.’ But as in 

Ela’s case, Agata’s aunt from Canada encouraged her to come, saying “chodź zobacz czy 

Ci się będzie podobać [come see if you will like it here]” and so she left as a tourist. Her 

parents bought her a ticket and gave her some start up money, encouraging her not to find 

a job first thing, but instead to find a school and learn English.  

 Monika’s story echoes the stories of these women as well as highlights the 

impromptu character that migrations could take based on personal circumstances.  

 

She had just completed her studies in university, which she was doing while 

working full-time and living with her fiancé. But in the last month of her studies, 

she caught her fiancé cheating and with that Monika broke off her engagement and 

returned home to live with her parents. When her uncle from Canada called one 

morning, Monika says ‘nothing at the time was keeping me attached to Poland. I 

had completed a chapter in my life and had enough of everything.’ Within this 

single phone call, Monika’s uncle, sitting across the line in front of a computer, 

offered to book her flight for the upcoming Friday, adding that he ‘read about a 

program for live-in caregivers that she could potentially apply for upon arrival—

should she like it there.’ Hearing this Monika ‘agreed on the spot, not knowing 

whether she would ever return to live in Poland again.’ (Monika 03/14/2013) 
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 Monika thus left Poland as a tourist seeking a ‘working holiday’ of sorts, and she 

was open to remaining permanently in Canada. At this time she was under the impression 

that she would be able to procure legal residency upon arrival—not realizing, she later 

explained, that for a live-in caregiver she would have to be outside of Canada to apply. 

Her story thus highlights how family members were at times misleading in their 

assurances but nevertheless participants trusted their claims. Further, like the women who 

left following university and/or high school, Monika too left following the ‘closure of a 

chapter,’ but her case exemplifies how these closures could be accompanied with feelings 

of loss, where ‘nothing was keeping them attached to Poland’; given the right 

circumstances—namely, a call from Canada—the decision to migrate served as a mode of 

escape from what were otherwise heartbreaking circumstances. Gawin’s case was similar 

in that he left Poland dismayed after his plans fell through; Władomir too, left for Canada 

and not the U.S. because his project in Poland fell apart; and Kayah’s story (described 

below) also followed shortly after the death of her mother. 

  Kamil’s history was also of this kind, as he left for Canada following a divorce 

with his wife, and added that he was ‘tired of the menacing circumstances’ that he 

endured as a business owner in Poland.28 He had a car shop and some restaurants and 

explained that he regularly encountered threats from mafia-types who wanted to ‘secure’ 

his businesses while dealing drugs within them. Kamil’s brother, who was a business 

owner in Mississauga, encouraged him to ‘explore Canada,’ adding that there were 

potential women there that he could marry if he were interested in staying. Kamil ended 

up selling his businesses in Poland and left on a tourist visa; he emphasized that his 

intentions were ‘exploratory primarily’ but he was also open to staying. 

 

 4.2.3 Women Dependents. Three women—Marzena, Kayah, and Viola—left to 

Canada primarily to rejoin their husbands who were already there working. Marzena, 

who was 50 upon arrival to Canada, had already migrated from Poland with her husband 

during its communist era, and had lived in Spain for over twenty years. As their work 

opportunities dwindled in Spain, her husband migrated to work with his brother in 
                                                
28 Kamil had a car shop and several restaurants, he explained, and he could no longer stand the “hamstwo 
[boorishness]” of the Polish people with whom he interacted. I noted that Kamil ‘may have had some fall-
outs with previous partners, but he didn’t get into details.’ 
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construction in Canada. Marzena in turn migrated to Canada on a tourist visa with the 

intention to visit her husband and potentially work as a cleaning lady, something she had 

already done during a previous trip also to visit her husband. Her intention was not to 

overstay however, as she planned to go back to Spain where she had friends and adult 

children.  

 Both Viola and Kayah were in their early 30s when they decided to migrate, and 

both had school-aged children with whom they travelled; Viola had a daughter, whereas 

Kayah had a son and daughter.29 Their husbands had left over a year before them, and the 

women left upon their husbands’ recommendation and financial support. In both cases, 

the women arrived knowing very well that their husbands wanted to stay, but their 

situations nevertheless differed in important ways.  

 Viola was Gerard’s wife, who during his first year in Canada decided that the 

prospects were much better there, and with this he began expressing his interest in 

securing residency. Viola had a hard time deciding whether she wanted to come, she 

explained, as she felt responsible to her mother who had a health condition and was also 

hesitant about having her daughter transfer to English school. Gerard in the meantime had 

found a Polish Canadian school that he argued would be suitable for their daughter; and 

with some further convincing, Viola decided to join him, leaving on a tourist visa and 

assuming she would eventually gain residency through his efforts.  

 Finally, Kayah also left to Canada following her husband, although in her case 

she emphasized how her decision to move was more of a personal exploration, motivated 

by her familial circumstances. 

 

She explains that she didn’t come here in ‘dire need of changing her economic 

situation back home. It wasn’t all that bad; at times things were good and there was 

enough money for things; at other times not so much.’ She came here ‘more out of 

persuasion from her mother-in-law and her own personal situation’—her mother 

passed away (just months before she left), and her sister in Poland said that she 

                                                
29 The Ethical requirements of this study prevent me from revealing any potentially identifiable information 
about the children of the participants of this study (including their ages). 
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would take care of their father. That left her with enough reason to ‘check out her 

possibilities’ in Canada. (Kayah 12/13/2012) 

 

On a later occasion, Kayah contrasted her story to that of other migrants who arrive to 

work and save money, explaining that she came to Canada “żeby pożyć [to live a little]” 

and not to save money. Like the other women dependents, then, Kayah did not arrive 

primarily for economic reasons, even if these were the major motivations of her husband. 

Further, all of the women dependents expected to receive financial support from their 

husbands, and in return were expected to care for the household, the men, and, if 

applicable, their children. Kayah was the only one of these women to secure a two-year 

work permit before arriving, assuming that she would want to work at least part-time and 

that this would be necessary to enroll her children in school. 

  

 4.2.4 Conclusion. This section summarized participants’ departure stories and 

highlighted their major motives for migration. Whereas all participants in this study 

commented on the dismal economic circumstances in Poland, not all considered these as 

their primary motives for leaving; for some, the journey was more economic than 

exploratory, and three women left as dependents. Further, most participants left Poland 

without concrete plans for staying regardless of their primary reasons for leaving. The 

idea for many was to explore the opportunities Canada had to offer—however variably 

these opportunities were understood. As such, most participants arrived on tourist visas, 

and many anticipated turning these into working holidays based on the recommendations 

of family members and friends abroad. The role of these persons was in turn a major 

determining factor for choosing Canada over other destinations, as these persons 

promised not only financial and social support, but generated expectations that the 

Canadian context would satisfy what participants were looking to find. 
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4.3 Arrival 

 

Kayah’s friend from Poland called her to ask about whether she should make the 

move to Canada, to which Kayah responded, ‘generally life is easier here, but you 

should be prepared to abandon your dreams of an office job,’ which is what the 

friend was currently doing in Poland. ‘You have to be prepared to do a dirty job 

even if you have papers—which this woman could potentially obtain.’ But Kayah 

doesn’t think that the woman’s life here will be much different even if she were to 

come to Canada legally. (Kayah 12/09/2013) 

 

 Kayah’s description of what to expect upon arrival to Canada offers a poignant 

introduction to the rude awakenings that some participants reported upon arrival, 

regardless of their migratory dreams, and regardless of their status upon entry. Canada 

presented a mixture of opportunities and challenges to Polish migrants who arrived either 

as tourists or temporary workers, and the point of this section is to describe how these 

were first experienced and navigated. To do this, I trace the important social and 

economic contexts into which participants were welcomed upon arrival and draw on 

participants’ discussions of their early experiences in these contexts to make sense of 

what it was like to enter them.   

 My purpose is to show how the initial experiences of these contexts contributed to 

participants’ decisions to overstay their visas (and become participants in this study 

thereafter). Not everyone who comes to Canada as a tourist or temporary worker from 

Poland ends up overstaying his or her permit. While several participants were already 

prepared to overstay even before arrival, all had to recognize opportunities and openings 

in their new contexts and choose to continue their lives in Canada’s underground. As I 

discuss these experiences, I show how decisions to stay were premised on participants’ 

considerations of the ‘ease of life’ afforded by the Canadian economy; the exploitative 

conditions related to work without status; and finally, understandings of their 

opportunities for regularization. 
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 4.3.1 Sociocultural Context. Entry into the Canadian context was initiated with 

the help and/or guidance of the Polish relatives and friends who received participants 

upon arrival and who provided them with lodgings and initial accommodations as they 

explored their opportunities. This support was important, as it allowed participants some 

time at the beginning of their trajectories to explore their cultural surroundings and get a 

sense of their opportunities without immediately worrying about all the implications of 

their precarious legal status.  
 Canada’s Attractions. Generally speaking, participants compared Canada and 

Canadian culture favorably to Poland and Polish culture. As most arrived from small or 

mid-sized towns, the ‘big city’ of Toronto and the ‘American life’ that it entailed were 

seen as attractions. For Sylwia, they mirrored some of her early fantasies. Describing her 

first experience driving through Toronto’s city, she told me that < she felt like ‘she was in 

an American movie! All her life,’ she continued with a smile, she had dreamed of seeing 

‘the bigger world’ and finally her dreams were realized.’ > 

 Others appreciated the cultural diversity in Canada and the extent to which 

Canadians were not concerned with public appearances. Janek, who was the oldest of the 

group, described his appreciation for Canada’s ‘culture of indifference,’ as it permitted 

persons to ‘wear pajamas to grab coffee’ and ‘slippers on the street.’ Many noted how 

this contrasted markedly with the way Polish people—both in Poland and in Canada—

cared ‘so much more’ about how they looked and abided by more traditional norms. As 

Sylwia maintained, ‘I have a lot less insecurities here.’ 

 Canadians generally exemplified an ease of living that made life in Poland appear 

dull and depressing. Compared to Polish people, Canadians greeted one another with 

smiles and “how are you’s,” they appeared more relaxed, friendly, and less concerned 

about traditions and politics. Agata described Canadians as ‘helpful, friendly, honest, 

always smiling, genuine, and humble.’ She laughed after telling me all this, but then 

added, ‘maybe Canadians would say this is inaccurate, but that’s how I experience them.’ 

Monika added the following comparison: 

 

In Poland … everyone seems to have problems, as in ‘they always have problems,’ 

always complaining that everything is bad, “wszystko jest najgorzej [everything is 
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the worst it could be].” In contrast, “tutaj ludzie są wdzięczni [here people are 

grateful],” they live from day to day, they’re not so bogged down by things. 

(Monika 03/14/2013) 

 

 Most importantly, what made Canada obviously better than Poland—and made all 

of the above possible—was its przebitka or purchasing power. ‘Canadians could afford to 

be more friendly, trusting, and polite,’ Gawin maintained, as they ‘have it easier than 

Polish people.’ With a better przebitka, goods and services that participants could either 

not afford in Poland or have to work very hard for suddenly appeared readily available. 

During one evening get-together, Gerard, Mateusz, and Gawin provided me with multiple 

examples of the things that could be readily purchased in Canada but not in Poland: brand 

name clothing, big screen TVs, cars, leisurely excursions, etc. It was not that these are not 

available in Poland, Gerard explained, but that they are reserved for the affluent and are 

virtually unattainable even for those willing to work hard for them. ‘Ultimately,’ Gawin 

maintained, ‘it’s all about the money and what it can bring’—and in Canada, earnings 

could bring a lot more.  

 Consider Kayah’s comments during a shopping excursion: 

 

‘Two for $20?! This is why I love this country. Look, a whole assortment of shoes 

in any color you could imagine. [My daughter] could have a new pair for every 

winter, because why not?’ (Kayah 01/27/2013)  

 

Or Monika: 

 

[In comparison to Poland], at least here you see what you work for. In Poland you 

can work hard and still not have money to put away. Here it is possible. ‘If you 

want to buy something, you can save up and get it. You don’t go and buy yourself 

$200 shoes ‘bo po co [for what’s the use]?’ but you know that if you really wanted 

them, you could save the money. (Monika 03/14/2013) 
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 Importantly, it was not the shoes themselves that were at stake in these 

comments—Kayah did not buy the shoes either. Rather, for newcomers to the Canadian 

context, it was the possibility of having them and the lifestyles that this implied that were 

appealing. Experiencing firsthand how others afforded material comforts and higher 

standards of living opened new outlooks for participants who came looking to ‘explore 

what Canada had to offer.’ In Canada things were possible, so long as you wanted to 

work for them. Consider Veronika’s comments:  

 

It wasn’t that she was completely poor in Poland. It wasn’t like she didn’t have 

what she wanted, but at the same time—she stops. “Takie głupie perfumy [Even a 

stupid bottle of perfume].” She recalls how she would want a bottle that cost 400zł 

(about 130 CAD) and she would tell herself that one day, when she had a real job, 

she would be able to have it. Yet here she can have it right away. She adds that the 

very meaning of the perfume became different for her: “tutaj to normalna rzecz; 

tam, to spełnienie marzenia [here it’s a normal thing, there it’s fulfilling a dream]. 

(Veronika 03/25/2013) 

 

 Veronika’s comments illustrate just how the meanings of objects from 

participants’ pasts transformed within the Canadian social and economic context. Not 

only perfumes but also shoes, dress codes, leisurely activities, and opportunities for social 

relations took on new forms. In Canada dreams could become realities—or ‘normal 

things.’  

 Polish Canadian Context. Despite their positive impressions of Canada, 

participants’ immediate access to its goods occurred not through mainstream culture and 

economy but through the Polish community and economic enclave operative in west 

Toronto and Mississauga. Notably, the province of Ontario is home to the highest 

concentration of Poles in Canada whereas Toronto and Mississauga have comprised top 

destinations for new Polish immigrants since the 1980s (Pula & Jaroszynska-Kirchmann, 

2011). Across both areas Polish people have developed businesses in virtually all sectors 

of the economy, from restaurants and delis through medical clinics, legal consulting 

businesses, travel offices, Polish and Polish Canadian schools, media bureaus, 
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construction companies, factories etc. Matching these is a diversity of cultural and 

community organizations, Church groups, cultural centers, nightclubs, social circles, and 

sports clubs. Virtually anything done in English in the mainstream has a Polish version of 

it within the Polish community. Accordingly, for newcomers the Polish enclave economy 

constitutes an invaluable context for facilitating integration: without knowing any 

English, migrants could readily access all kinds of Polish goods and services, cultural 

practices, social groups, and most importantly, employment. Further, for migrants who 

lacked work authorization, this context was even more significant: it offered anonymity 

within a Polish crowd and in this minimized their potential contact with Canadian 

authorities.  

 Family and Friends. Participants’ first contact with the Polish Canadian context 

occurred with the help of relatives and friends who not only received participants upon 

arrival but also served as their initial guides. This had its advantages and disadvantages. 

While most hosts provided lodgings for indefinite durations and at no or minimal cost, 

not all quarters were equally comfortable or welcoming. Kayah, for instance, arrived with 

her two children to join her husband and mother-in-law who were living in a single 

bedroom apartment. Gerard and Gawin experienced strained relationships early upon 

arrival, as neither of them could readily find work despite being promised that it would be 

available. Gawin arrived in the middle of the winter when construction work was 

virtually unattainable; Gerard in turn was promised a job position that was no longer 

vacant. Without jobs these men found themselves dependent on their sponsors for the 

first months of their stay, which made for resentful home relationships. Monika too 

reported feeling uncomfortable at home given her poor relationship with her uncle’s wife; 

and Agata maintained that she found more help in the friends of her aunt with whom she 

stayed than with her aunt herself.  

 Even when they were disappointing, friends and relatives were the go-to’s for 

participants while they made sense of their surroundings and sought to achieve their 

migratory goals—and in these early stages, these primarily meant finding work. Indeed, 

with the exception of Viola, all participants in this study began looking for work in the 

Polish Canadian enclave irrespective of their status and original pre-arrival plans. Agata 

enrolled in English classes upon arrival and needed to work part-time to pay for her 
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tuition; Monika maintained that she was bored at home and wanted a reason to leave her 

home context; whereas Veronika was encouraged to work by her uncle and aunt with 

whom she resided. Marzena and Kayah, who arrived as dependents, also sought at least 

part-time work to pay for their own expenses. All other participants came with the 

explicit intention to work and thus they began searching for jobs upon arrival.  

 With few exceptions, all participants found their first employment through the 

direct help of family and/or friends either because family/friends knew someone looking 

for work; knew someone who knew someone looking for work; or, as was the case for 

Veronika, Agata, Gosia, and Monika, their hosts accompanied them to Polish delis asking 

if they needed someone to work for cash, and procured them work there and then. 

Alternatively, Kamil and Gawin were oriented to Polish newspaper classifieds. The few 

exceptions were Janek and Ela, who knew how to find work on their own because it was 

their second visit to Canada; Władomir was in turn fluent in English and therefore 

procured his own work via internet ads.  

  
 4.3.2 Work Opportunities. The diversity of Polish-owned businesses in the area 

made employment accessible to all participants whether or not they had work 

authorization upon arrival, and as a whole participants agreed that a major advantage of 

Canada over Poland was that there were jobs (vs. no jobs). As Agata put it, ‘so long as 

you want to work, you can find work.’ Further, when jobs were run by Polish owners and 

staffed by Polish workers, participants could interact with employers and employees 

without having to worry about knowing very much English. English was an asset for 

securing more desirable and less physically demanding job positions however, such as 

working in a deli or restaurant.  

 Access to work was also dependent on participants’ status. As mentioned above, 

while all participants entered Canada legally as Polish citizens, Kayah, Gerard, Mateusz, 

Gawin, and Gosia originally arrived with work permits, and thus they began their work 

trajectories legally, using temporary Social Insurance Numbers (SINs). Few advantages 

came with this starting point however, as even with temporary status these participants 

were limited to jobs that required little to no skills, which were held by other participants 
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(see below). Temporary SINs also begin with a recognizable number ‘9’ that makes these 

migrants’ status obvious to employers and the length of their stay open to questioning.  

 If there was any real benefit to having a valid temporary SIN, then it was having 

the opportunity to register a business with Canada Revenue Agency and work as a 

subcontractor rather than an employee. This was attractive to employers who could then 

avoid paying employee benefits to temporary workers; and the latter group was also able 

to write off their business expenses. Further, even after their work visas expired, 

participants who had previously taken advantage of these opportunities (namely, Gerard, 

Gawin, Mateusz, and Kayah) were able to receive cheques addressed to their businesses. 

All other participants were limited to work where they could (a) receive payments in cash 

or (b) use fake SINs. The first of these was most common and most widely available. 

Only Agata, Władomir, and Ela were able to ‘borrow’ a SIN from members of their 

family in Canada, which helped them attain more favorable job positions—in delis and 

restaurants.  

 Given their status limitations, all participants, regardless of their educational or 

experiential backgrounds, were limited to precarious work, by which I mean insecure, 

underpaid, unprotected, and/or self-employed work that is often dirty, dangerous, and/or 

degrading. Over the course of their trajectories, participants worked in the following 

sectors: domestic work/childcare; cleaning services, construction/site labor; landscaping; 

grocery stores and food services; and kitchen work. Six participants kept the same jobs 

since their arrival, but most changed jobs at least once if not several times throughout 

their stay, a point that will be elaborated in further analysis.  

 There were obvious inequalities in the distribution of these opportunities based on 

gender, age, and knowledge of the English language. Except in the winter season, men 

were readily able to access jobs in construction, and only Władomir and Janek worked in 

the food sector (after initially starting in construction). Women participants took jobs as 

cleaning staff, nannies, deli workers, bakers, kitchen helpers, and restaurant workers; 

alternatively, women worked without payment, as caregivers at home. Earnings also 

followed a gendered distribution. Jobs in construction offered higher starting wages (and 

subsequent raises) than jobs associated with feminine work, including janitorial services, 

food services, and food production. Accordingly, women participants on average reported 
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making anywhere between $8 to $10/hour to start, while men started anywhere from $15 

to $18/hour in construction.30 Notably, all currency referred to in this project is in 

Canadian dollars. 

 The number of hours participants could work varied depending on the kinds of 

jobs they could access (e.g., seasonal vs. permanent) as well as participants’ unique 

situations. While not all participants worked full-time hours right upon arrival (e.g., 

Agata took English classes and worked only part-time), most were willing to work full-

time hours, with some working two jobs and others doing overtime to save as much 

money as possible. That said, certain jobs demanded long hours regardless of 

participants’ preferences. Participants who worked in groups (e.g., cleaning staff and 

roofers) had to comply with scheduled pick ups and drop offs whose timings depended on 

how much work had to be done that day, how quickly others were working, and in the 

case of the roofers, the seasonal conditions. In the summer the roofers often had weeks 

where they would count up over 100 hours, working literally from dusk until dawn. A 

stark contrast would ensue in the winter when many of the men would experience 

consecutive days without any working hours. Kamil was the only man to find work in 

construction indoors upon arrival (by laying tiles),31 whereas Gawin managed to do so 

only after some time. Kamil did however deliberately charge less than the average 

Canadian contractor in order to remain competitive. 

  
 4.3.3 Working in the Polish Canadian Enclave. This section summarizes how 

participants’ described their early work experiences in Canada, which is also to say, their 

experiences taking on precarious jobs primarily with Polish employers in the Polish 

Canadian enclave. Over the course of both the interviews and participant observations, 

many participants shared vivid recollections of their first job scenarios, which spoke not 

only of the lasting impact that these had on their feelings of self-worth and dignity, but 

                                                
30 Over time both men and women received raises, with women earning at most $15/hour (Agata as 
supervisor at the deli), and men making close to $30/hour (Gerard, as roofer).  
31 Kamil recalled how in the first few months upon arrival, ‘he went to a consulting company and inquired 
about the best kind of profession for someone without a license. He was told a carpenter (especially on 
roofs), copper torcher (on roofs), and tiles layer. As he was afraid of heights, he went with the latter.’  
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also of the special vulnerability they experienced during this early time.32 I discuss these 

themes to bring to the fore how participants’ initial experiences in Canada were 

contradictory and in this way made the decision to overstay equally complex. 

 Drop in status. As Kayah explains in the opening quote to this section, upon 

arrival many participants had to adjust to work that they otherwise would not consider 

doing in Poland, including dirty and physically demanding positions that were below 

their skill level and work experience. Most participants arrived having at least completed 

high school, two had university degrees (Monika and Sylwia), and two had started (but 

not completed) postsecondary studies (Mateusz and Gawin; see Table 3.1 for participant 

demographics at the time of arrival). Only Gerard, Paweł, and Marzena had worked 

physically in Poland (and Spain), while all others maintained that they could secure jobs 

in Poland that would not require excessively demanding or demeaning work. As ‘illegal’ 

migrants in Canada however, participants were limited in their job prospects and this was 

especially the case with first employments.  

 Monika started off as a babysitter; Marzena, as a cleaning lady; Kayah, as a helper 

in a bakery; Janek, as a baker; Gawin, as help in a deli; Gerard and Mateusz, as roofers; 

Władomir and Paweł, as helpers on construction sites; Kamil, as a worker in a tiling 

company. Sylwia, Agata, Veronika, Gosia all found jobs in delis upon arrival, which was 

considered a privileged position compared to cleaning houses. Ela was the only person to 

work at the front of the house in a Polish restaurant (arguably the best position one could 

find as a woman), but this was her second time in Canada and she had secured a fake 

SIN. In most cases, jobs in Canada were viewed as drops in status from the kind of 

positions participants could obtain in Poland, and while participants were generally aware 

before arrival that their job opportunities in Canada would be limited, to experience these 

working conditions firsthand was often difficult to accept. Consider how Gawin 

explained to me his first job experience: 

 

His first job was at a Polish deli in Mississauga, where he worked as a ‘helper’ 

doing just about anything the bosses wanted for $10/hour. He hated this job. He 
                                                
32 Even Paweł, who in the interview told me that ‘he doesn’t even recall his work history, as he’s had so 
many jobs’ nevertheless vividly recalled how he ‘arrived from Poland on a Friday and went straight to 
work [landscaping] on the Monday.’ 
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explains that in Poland he ‘jednak’ [despite all] was something, working as a 

project manager during the day and a bouncer at VIP clubs only at night—where he 

had access to high-end crowds. And all of sudden he was mopping the floor for 

someone who kept yelling at him whenever he felt like it. Gawin says he couldn’t 

last longer than two weeks, at which point he quit this job and found work in 

construction. (Gawin 02/02/2013; original emphases) 

 

 Gawin’s first experience working in Canada reveals the demeaning feelings and 

loss in dignity that this entailed. Placing emphasis on how in Poland—despite all—he 

was ‘at least something,’ Gawin implies that in Canada this was no longer the case. By 

contrasting his experience working in Poland’s ‘VIP clubs’ with that of ‘mopping floors’ 

for disparaging supervisors, Gawin articulates the drop in status that other participants 

experienced upon arrival to Canada; and Gawin’s brief endurance of his newfound 

workplace conditions exemplifies how he found them to be unbearable. Gawin later 

elaborated how he was deeply disappointed upon arrival, especially having been 

promised ‘tons of jobs and high return.’ 

 While women participants who worked in delis expressed gratitude for gaining 

more ‘desirable’ non-status entry-level positions, they also expressed resentment at 

having to bear rude and obnoxious Polish Canadian customers. Further, Agata explained 

that some Polish Canadian men who shop at Polish delis arrive assuming that all the 

women who work there are without status, and with this they make sexually inappropriate 

overtures purportedly to lure the women into marriage. The women complained about 

feeling compelled to smile and be polite in order not to loose their ‘privileged’ positions, 

which was both challenging and demeaning.  

 Kayah helped clarify on many occasions what work in Canada meant for people 

with no status. < ‘You have to break away from all that you stood for in Poland, all that 

you may have had there—“suddenly you have zero,” she says, “not even your [work] 

experience.” > Even with high school education, Kayah worked as an administrative 

assistant in Poland. Within the first few weeks of her arrival to Canada however, her 

mother-in-law procured her a job as a helper in a bakery for $9/hour. She told me that she 

didn’t want to do it, but she was persuaded to ‘at least try it out.’ Not only was the work 
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beneath her expertise, but it was also located at the other end of the city, which required 

Kayah to take a bus at 4 am every morning. As this was also during the middle of the 

winter when it was freezing and dark, Kayah said she would cry every night upon arrival, 

unable to accept her situation. She eventually ‘lucked out’ when the bakery no longer 

needed her help and she ‘had an excuse’ to tell her husband why she couldn’t work. 

 On another occasion, Kayah maintained:  

 

…coming to Canada is like coming straight out of elementary school, as whatever 

experience you may have acquired after that in Poland doesn’t count.’ She jokes 

that she doesn’t even understand why some employers ask for [previous work 

experience]. She says you have to be ready to start from point zero… She 

emphasizes that the situation leaves you with few options and requires of you to 

lower your self-worth.’ (Kayah, 12/09/2013) 

 

 Exploitation. It was not only the drop in status that aggravated Gawin during his 

first experience, but the way he felt compelled to do whatever the boss wanted, including 

having to endure his yelling. Paweł in turn explained: 

 

“Może zrobić z tobą co chce—wszystko [Employers can do whatever they want 

with you—anything].” He repeats this twice over. Supposedly you could take them 

to court. “Ale co z tego jak wyślą Cię do Polski [But what’s the use when you can 

be sent to Poland for it]?” He implies that he could be apprehended for this. He also 

says that both employers and other employees are less predictable with you. “Albo 

zapłaci, albo z opużnieniem, albo końcówki nie dopłaci [Maybe they’ll pay, maybe 

they’ll delay payment; or maybe they won’t pay it in full]. Again, he repeats, “robią 

jak chcą i co chcą [they do what they want and how they want]. Niektórzy [Some 

do],” he corrects himself, “bo nie wszyscy Polacy [because not all Polish people 

do].” (Paweł 04/12/2013) 

 

Paweł’s account nicely illustrates the way status figured as a source of exploitation in the 

workplace, generating fears that would motivate participants to avoid confrontation or 
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alternative forms of resistance. Specifically, by attributing his maltreatment directly to his 

lack of rights as migrant without status, Paweł shows how employers and employee 

deliberately exploit ‘illegal’ migrants on the premise that they are unlikely to resist and/or 

report their abusive demands and treatment.  

 Exploitative experiences of this kind were especially common during participants’ 

initiation into the enclave and with the perspective of time, participants often emphasized 

their ‘naiveté’ upon arrival, which made them more fearful and prone to exploitation. 

Marzena for instance described the ‘much more demanding’ conditions she endured as a 

cleaning lady when she first arrived to Canada, which differed from the conditions that 

she had experienced doing the same work in Spain. In Spain, she worked independently, 

at her own pace, and was receiving 11 Euros an hour; in Canada, she was chauffeured to 

houses, given minimal time to clean, received no orientation upon arrival (e.g., she was 

‘left to fend for herself, having to search for plugs and Windex’), and was receiving less 

pay ($11/hour). With time however, Marzena explained that she started to refuse to work 

in these circumstances, declining offers to work when they arose. 

 Monika found her first job in Canada as a babysitter. While she was originally 

promised $10/hour in cash, after a week of work her employer changed her mind and 

wanted Monika to take either $8/hour cash or $10/hour by cheque. Not only could 

Monika not accept payment via cheque, she explained to me that the job demanded that 

she take care of ‘three disorderly kids and cook and clean’ (original emphases). Monika 

found the proposal not to be worth her time and she quit there and then. 

 Kamil compared his first work experience to working in a ‘mad house,’ where 

workers were paid $12/hour to lay tiles at high speeds and with no breaks. Somewhat 

facetiously, he added that ‘if you had given his boss a bat, he would have used it 

[presumably to beat the workers if he could].’ Kamil quit this job ‘once he had enough’ 

and began working as a subcontractor laying tiles on his own time.  

 Arguably the most troubling workplace situation was that experienced by Gosia. 

While she found a job at a deli upon arrival, during the first months of her stay, she 

learned about an opportunity to study ‘massage’ and subsequently obtain employment in 

a ‘massage business.’ Persuaded, she quit her deli job and started these studies. After two 

weeks however, Gosia realized that the ‘massage’ institute was really a training school 
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for sex workers. Gosia quit the school immediately and did not experience subsequent 

harassments; however, because she was not able to reclaim her original job right away, 

she ended up having to work as a cleaner before a new position at the deli was made 

available. 

 Taken together, these examples reveal how participants were especially 

vulnerable to precarious work situations upon arrival, but most participants were able to 

decline and/or resign from work conditions that they found to be unbearable, and 

eventually most found more desirable jobs. That participants could quit their positions 

and find better ones in turn speaks to the general availability of jobs in the Polish 

Canadian context, as well as participants’ ability to perceive their opportunities therein. 

As Agata put it, ‘so long as you want to work, you can find work.’ As the next chapter 

will show, over time participants improved in their abilities to navigate the underground 

job market, which made it possible to both procure better jobs and not be overwhelmed 

by fears associated with precarious status.  

 Further, that participants could move between jobs meant that employers too 

could not afford to blatantly abuse participants; and accordingly, stories of blatant 

exploitation in the workplace were generally uncommon in this study. In fact, often when 

I asked interviewees directly about exploitation in the workplace, they did not describe 

their employers to be abusive at all. ‘Quite the contrary!’ was Sylwia’s response, who 

proceeded to explain that her boss ‘had a huge heart’ and treated her better than any of 

the employers she worked for in Poland. Janek too was ‘deeply grateful’ for having a 

kind boss. Veronika and Ela in turn spoke in different ways about how their bosses were 

‘doing them favors’ by employing them under the table. Even Kayah explained that her 

boss at the bakery treated her with more respect than she could imagine receiving from 

most employers in Poland.  

 Despite such positive remarks however, all participants endured exploitative work 

circumstances connected to their precarious statuses—including the aforementioned 

women who noted that they regularly endured sexual harassment from Polish men 

customers—and this was especially the case during the early stages of arrival. Most 

often, unequal treatment was said to take place via more subtle routes, which varied from 
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disparaging remarks and excessive demands to being paid below minimum wage, having 

payments delayed, working in substandard conditions, or not being paid at all.  

 Promises for Regularization. Exploitation did not always operate by taking 

advantage of participants’ fears but also of their hopes. For Gerard and Mateusz, 

exploitation began very early when they landed jobs as roofers for an employer, Franek, 

who promised to secure them work permits. This began a saga of mistreatments that 

together provide a prime example of the diverse ways employers can get away with 

regular exploitation in the workplace and profit from the labor of ‘irregular’ migrants—

all the while assuming this to be business as usual, or even posing as friends. Because 

these men, along with Gawin who joined them later, were important informants in the 

participant observation phase, I introduce their story here to later be able to discuss key 

aspects of its development. 

 Gawin, Gerard, and Mateusz all arrived to Canada at different times, but as they 

all came on work visas, all were able to register their own businesses and subsequently 

work as ‘subcontractors’ for the same boss, Franek.33 Subcontractors in Canada are meant 

to operate their businesses independently—that is, according to their own hours, choosing 

their own projects, etc. However, these men were for all intents and purposes treated as 

employees—only without the employee benefits. The men had no say in determining 

their working hours, since every evening they awaited a phone call from Franek who 

would only then tell them where and when they would be working the next day. They 

would never know how long they would be working either, as not only did this depend on 

the weather, but it also depended on Franek’s plans for the day, which he would 

determine throughout the day’s course. Finally, while the men formally agreed to work 

Mondays through Saturdays, Franek would often call one or two of them without warning 

on Sunday mornings, requesting their assistance on various side projects, including his 

own home renovations. 

 The roofers often complained about Franek’s manipulative and exploitative 

behaviors, and arguably the most frustrating of these were his regular lapses in payments. 

Franek owed some workers more than ten thousand dollars. The men explained to me 

that they never knew if he would pay them on scheduled paydays, and especially in the 
                                                
33  Franek paid the men partly in cheque form, partly in cash. 
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early months of working for him, the men tended to refrain from making complaints. 

Instead, they rationalized that there were important reasons to stick with Franek: not only 

did he guarantee them work (and lots of it), Franek also promised to sponsor them with 

new work permits.  

 All this made for complicated, precarious relations that left the men dependent on 

Franek who not only kept them vulnerable, but hopeful as well. Working for Franek 

meant having a chance to gain residency in Canada. The men thus agreed to temporarily 

endure his abuses, assuming that this would pay off in the long run. 

 To conclude, not every participant had an employer who promised to sponsor him 

or her via a work permit. In fact, apart from roofers, no one did. This is what made this 

job situation so compelling despite all the frustrations that came with it—including the 

dangers of roofing itself. These men worked long hours at high speeds, high altitudes, in 

various weather conditions, and often times without the proper safety equipment. The 

men shared with me many stories of ‘close calls’ that highlighted both their need to be 

very cautious at their jobs and the physical strength required to endure their long days. 

Yet, the idea was that this would be temporary, and the men worked with hopes for 

eventual regularization. 

  

 4.3.4 Social Services and Healthcare. Even with work permits, all participants in 

this study lacked social citizenship rights, including access to public education and public 

healthcare—and this carried several immediate implications. With respect to healthcare 

in Canada, participants had no access to federal or provincial healthcare coverage and as 

such they could only receive free healthcare from community health clinics that budgeted 

for uninsured persons (Social Planning Toronto, 2010). Few participants were aware of 

these services however; Agata in turn expressed that she was discouraged from using 

them given that they required a proof of address.34  

                                                
34 Agata noted that sharing your address is ‘giving information nonetheless.’ Notably, I deliberately sought 
to inform participants that addresses were necessary for clinics to help persons who lived in designated 
jurisdictions, and I encouraged all to use these clinics. However, as I personally took Kamil, Monika, 
Gosia, and Viola to register to such a clinic in Mississauga, we were told that there were long waiting lists 
and after some time even those whom I managed to help register were informed that the clinic was 
ultimately overburdened and wouldn’t be able to service these participants for several years. 
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 Some participants had chronic issues that needed to be addressed upon arrival. 

Paweł had arthritis; Gosia had diabetes; Kayah and Marzena had high blood pressure; 

Viola had chronic migraines and other related problems. Whereas the first two found 

Polish doctors who prescribed them medicines; the latter three relied on relatives to send 

them their prescriptions at low costs. Further, these and other participants decided to pay 

into travel insurances, which promised to cover at least a portion of health costs should an 

accident occur, but these would not insure work-related accidents. Notably, many 

participants questioned the financial guarantees of insurance companies, and given how 

the greatest potential danger usually had to do with a work-related accident, some 

participants found paying into such insurances not worth the investment. As a whole 

however, health issues were not a major concern in early periods and only grew as an 

issue with time.35 Accordingly, I address these in the next chapter, section 5.5. 

 As for public education, although Kayah succeeded to enroll her children in a 

public elementary school upon arrival with a work permit, Viola had to fight with 

administrators to secure public education for her daughter, drawing on her English-

speaking neighbor for help. I did not witness Viola’s struggles during my time knowing 

her, but as I understood it, the school administrators asked for her immigration papers and 

wanted to deny her child based on her lack of status. Viola’s neighbor helped Viola 

identify within Ontario’s Education Act that her child did have the right to education, and 

after several tense meetings with school administrators, Viola managed to enroll her 

daughter in a school not too far from her home. 

 Finally, while some of the younger women as well as Kamil expressed early 

disappointments with not having access to free English classes (these were available only 

to landed immigrants), for the most part access to these and other social services were not 

a serious concern for the participants in this study. Kamil was unique in that he regularly 

made use of public libraries, but even in his case, he was unaware of his right to access 

the library system and borrowed a library card from a friend. To conclude, social services 

and healthcare concerns were minor issues in the early stages of participants’ arrival, and 

since they became important only with time, I discuss them in the next chapter. 

                                                
35 Only Gawin experienced major health complications during his first visit to Canada, which were 
described in the previous chapter.  
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 4.3.5 Conclusion: Legalizing Dreams.  It was within the mixed sociocultural and 

economic contexts described above that the participants of this study began to re-consider 

their options and re-evaluate their migratory aims. The economic advantages and 

opportunities for living in Canada enticed all participants, but none of these opportunities 

were attainable without having to endure demeaning and exploitative working conditions. 

As Kayah once told me, ‘this life is not for anyone’; her sister (who visited and worked in 

Canada as a tourist) was ‘too scared to stay’ and returned home. Further, like the original 

decisions that motivated participants’ arrivals, decisions to stay were in no case 

instantaneous, calculated efforts—and in many ways, they lasted the entire duration of 

participants’ stay. That said, given the legal pressures of their status, all participants had 

to arrive at decisions about whether they would risk their futures in Canada’s 

underground, and in this study, in one way or another, all said yes.  
 Legalizing moves. With the exception of Janek, Marzena, and Władomir,36 all 

participants began to desire permanent residency in Canada. However, legal options were 

limited for anyone looking to apply from within Canada, and to return to Poland and 

apply from there was considered too arduous, too expensive, and/or too time consuming 

once participants had already made the trip. Seeking solutions, all participants (except 

Marzena, who was not interested in staying whatsoever) sought advice from legal agents 

and/or friends about their legal options for residency.  

  ‘Get married’ was by far the most common recommendation given by legal aid 

advisors and family members alike to single participants. Veronika and Agata were also 

advised to apply for college or university, but as this required them to demonstrate 

financial capital as well as pay for high international student fees, none of them could 

consider it seriously. Another option was to find an employer willing to sponsor migrants 

via one of several provincial nominee programs; but only Gerard and Mateusz were able 

to find such employers. Kamil was the only participant to apply for refugee status, which 

he pursued based on previous experiences of being persecuted by mafia in Poland. This 

would keep him in limbo for seven years however, and the eventual refusal of his 

application would leave him with a deportation order on file.  
                                                
36 Władomir originally hoped to achieve permanent residency in Canada through his mother (see previous 
chapter), but as this option fell apart soon upon his arrival, he was interested in staying in Canada only on a 
temporary basis, to earn money for school. 
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 With limited options and the indefinite time it would take to attain them, many 

participants applied to extend their visa permits and buy time in Canada as “semi-

compliant” residents (Battistella, 2008).37 However, not everyone found such moves 

worthwhile given their long-term goals. Paweł and Janek were discouraged from 

applying because friends and family told them that they had poor chances for success. 

Agata, Monika, and Veronika were all discouraged when family and legal aid workers 

told them that their best chances for residency were to find a partner and get married. 

Finally, Kayah and Marzena were married to men without status and based on this the 

women assumed that they had no chance of securing residency.  

 Dreams. What motivated participants’ decisions to stay beyond their permits in 

Canada despite the precarious work conditions, their limited legal and social rights, and 

finally, the unpredictability of their legal status? Various answers can be given to this 

question—from global/political to sociological to personal. From a cultural psychological 

view, I argue that it was important for participants to apprehend within their unequal 

conditions opportunities and openings, to rethink their original aims, and to take a chance 

at their future goals despite the realities of demeaning work and precarious status more 

generally.  

 After he described to me the difficulties he experienced with finding work upon 

arrival, the demeaning experience working at the deli, and his resentment toward his 

friend for painting an unrealistic image of the opportunities in Canada, I asked Gawin, 

‘what made you stay then?’ I noted: 

 

He says he still found it meaningful to be here. It’s just that it’s not easy, that it 

requires hard work, determination; but there are prospects and he can afford to 

dream here in a way that he cannot in Poland. (Gawin 02/02/2013) 

 

I asked Agata directly, ‘what made you stay in Canada?’ after which I noted: 

 
                                                
37 Battistella (2008) uses the term “semi-compliant” to include migrants who have authorization to reside in 
countries but work without a permit; or alternatively, migrants who reside in the countries where they have 
pending immigration applications. Such ‘legal grey zones’ can provide added security for migrants. For 
instance, Gerard and Gawin justified their presence in Canada by claiming they were ‘not completely 
illegal’ when they had tourist visas but were working without authorization. 
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She says, “jeżeli chcesz tutaj coś osiagnąć, to naprawde możesz [if you want to 

achieve something here, then you really can].” I ask if by this she means financial 

achievements. She answers, “nie tylko chodzi o finance; bardziej chodzi o karierę. 

Lepiej mieć fajną prace i mniej pieniędzy [It’s not just about finances; it’s more 

about having a career. It’s better to have an interesting job even if it means less 

money].” (Agata 03/17/2013) 

 

 Veronika defined immigrants—herself included—as “ludzie którzy szukają 

lepszego miejsca na ziemi [people who seek a better place in the world],” adding that 

Polish people < are not wary about leaving [Poland] because “mają swiadomość że 

będzie lepiej gdzie indziej [they are aware that things will be better elsewhere].” > Paweł 

recalled that upon arrival to Canada, there was a “wiara w lepsze jutro [hope in a better 

tomorrow].” When I asked Monika about what was her major reason for staying, she 

said, ‘it’s about having the ability to see the effects of your work. I have no problem 

working, but you want to see the effects of it.’ 

 What runs so evidently through all of these examples is how many participants in 

this study remained in Canada because it afforded them the possibility of envisioning 

futures for themselves that they could not imagine in Poland. Achieving them would not 

come easy and there were no guarantees, but at least in Canada they could ‘afford to 

dream,’ believe in a better tomorrow, and work toward their aims. It was with such 

hopes, I argue, that many participants started off their journeys, regardless of the real 

challenges that awaited them along their ‘illegal’ paths. Indeed, many recalled how naïve 

this was at first, regretting having not taken alternative routes to secure their residency. 

But with any luck, they first reasoned, they would meet the right person, find the right 

employer, or find still another alternative to remain in Canada—rather than have to leave 

and re-apply from outside its borders.  

 Notably, all this was not just about the money. Undoubtedly Canada’s przebitka 

made it all possible but as Agata maintained, and as Kayah and Monika demonstrated in 

their comments about having the option to buy ‘shoes’ (see above), the very principle of 

possibility, of the freedom to imagine a different life, is what was at stake existentially. 

Comparing his life in Canada to the one he had in Poland, Gawin once called himself a 
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“wolny człowiek [free man]” who escaped his dismal past. Kamil also explained that the 

people in Poland ‘are really limited there’ whereas “[tu człowiek jest jednak wolny, ma 

wolności [here in Canada you can at least be free, have freedoms].”  

 That migrants follow dreams and/or consider themselves ‘free’ within 

constraining situations is significant. In many respects, their claims repeat the common 

immigration narrative to North America done in pursuit of the ‘American Dream’; 

however, that we are talking about ‘illegal’ migrants makes this both unusual and 

significant. Despite the unpredictability of their situation, ‘illegal’ migrants too move 

with dreams and pursue imagined realities—they are not ‘victims’ of political forces or 

‘criminals’ looking to break the law. Further, there is a context for it all—namely, the 

Polish Canadian enclave economy. Sylwia summarized what in her view is most 

attractive for Polish people seeking to remain in Canada. 

 

‘First,’ she says, ‘if you want something Polish here, you can have it’ (so it’s not as 

if you are cut off from Polish culture). Second, there is peace here, “nie ma takiego 

‘show’ [there is no ‘show’]” that makes you have to go out constantly caring about 

how you behave or how you look. She pauses one more time. “Tutaj żyjesz dla 

pracy, a w Polsce pracujesz żeby żyć [Here you live to work, in Poland you work to 

live].” This, she emphasizes, is the ‘podstawowa rożnica [fundamental difference].’ 

(Sylwia 03/21/2013) 

 

 At least in Toronto and Mississauga, the ‘American dream’ is available for Polish 

migrants without status. Within the enclave participants could enjoy both the attractions 

of Canadian society—its ease of living, ‘culture of indifference,’ and material 

opportunities—as well as retain Polish lifestyles to the degree of their liking. Further, all 

this was also immediately available. Irrespective of whether one had any knowledge of 

English or had citizenship status, one could procure work and take advantage of the 

opportunities of the enclave straightaway upon arrival.  

 Thus the Canadian context and especially the Polish Canadian enclave provided a 

mixture of challenges and opportunities within which participants ultimately saw more 

opportunities than challenges, and chose to pursue new dreams fit for these contexts and 



 

 
 

88 

their personal aspirations. While Janek, Marzena, and Władomir continued to view their 

stay as temporary, all others sought to build permanent futures in Canada.  

 Virtually all five of the single young women were hoping to get married and 

pursue unique career trajectories: Agata was hoping to become a dietician; Veronika, a 

dental assistant; Sylwia, a math teacher; and while Monika and Ela did not describe such 

specific plans, both women sought to go to school once they had their papers. Gosia 

hoped to become an esthetician, but having arrived with a boyfriend, she was hoping to 

gain residency through his efforts at sponsorship via an employer. The single men, 

Kamil, Gawin, and Paweł, also hoped to get married and continue working independently 

in construction.  

 Gerard and Viola were hoping to build their family life in Canada as soon as 

Gerard procured papers through his boss Franek’s sponsorship. Mateusz too was 

dependent on Franek for gaining papers, but he was also open to regularizing his status 

via marriage. Finally, Kayah, with whom I spent the most time in this study, hoped to 

remain in Canada but as a woman married to another ‘illegal’ worker, her chances were 

grim. She never extended her work permit, and while she considered filing a 

Humanitarian and Compassionate Grounds Claim, she was discouraged by the cost of the 

application and the possibility of being identified following a negative decision. 

Ultimately, she said to me facetiously one day, she’s ‘waiting on a miracle.’ In this 

comment Kayah highlights just how much decisions to overstay were not calculated, 

premeditated, or even sensible from the perspective of time; yet, there was a 

contradictory context, favorable interpretations, and dreams to be sought. 
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Chapter 5: Deportability 

  
In almost a single breath, Paweł says, ‘Of course being illegal is “dodatkowy stres; 

trzeba uważać na każdym kroku [an added stress. You have to be careful at every 

step].” ‘God forbid you get into a car accident or something.’ “Ale co ma być to 

będzie, a co będzie, nie wie nikt [But what will be, will be, and what will be, 

nobody knows].” (Paweł 04/12/2013) 

 

5.1 Introduction 
 Despite its brevity, Paweł’s statement expresses a host of psychological costs 

resulting from months—though in his case, years—of training as an ‘illegal’ migrant. 

This at least is the thesis of this chapter. Specifically, as participants spent more time 

underground, incurring varieties of challenges and threats to their existences, they 

developed common psychological states and social tactics designed to address their 

uniquely challenging contexts. Paweł’s statement points to several of these developments. 

Framing ‘being illegal’ as “of course… an added stress,” Paweł downplays his anxieties 

despite acknowledging shortly after how his fears pervade “every step.” Further, his 

concern with ‘a car accident or something’ highlights how not only fears of deportation 

but fears of health issues became present in participants’ everyday experiences. Finally, 

while he recognizes the dangers of his situation, he remains hopeful—‘God forbid’—and 

draws upon a common Polish phrase—“co ma być to będzie”—to communicate his 

enforced openness to future possibilities. 

 Boski (2012) argues that the popularity of the phrase “jakoś to będzie,” which he 

translates as “things will somehow turn out OK by the end” (p. 10), communicates a 

broader “social ineffectiveness” that has historically come to characterize Polish culture. 

“This popular manifesto of naive philosophy,” he elaborates, “is blended of many beliefs: 

(a) a gift of improvised creativity attributed to Poles; (b) ability to heroic reversal of high 

magnitude adversities (also seen as typical of Poles); (c) good luck; and (d) divine 

providence” (p. 10).  

 Paweł’s providential phrase—‘God forbid’—suggests that such cultural beliefs 

were also at play as participants took risks and remained in Canada past their permits. 
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Moreover, having arrived from Poland, all participants were well acquainted with 

uncertainty, corruption, and the need for creative tactics to navigate such contexts. Coutin 

(2003) notes how undocumented Salvadorian migrants seeking to regularize their status 

in the U.S. tended to underestimate the severities of immigration law given their 

experience with corrupted governments at home. An analogous Polish sociocultural past 

undoubtedly contributed to the abilities of participants in this study both to see 

opportunities in Canada’s underground and be willing to take them. Indeed, this was 

already demonstrated in the previous section.  

 What this section elaborates is how participants were affected by their ‘illegal’ 

conditions over time, and what creative tactics they employed to address their challenges. 

The extent to which these tactics were drawn from participants’ Polish histories versus 

developed exclusively for the sake of ‘irregularity’ is beyond my interests here.38 The 

more significant questions are which tactics were relevant for constructing ‘illegal’ 

trajectories, how and when were they developed, and for what material and/or 

psychosocial purposes.  

Beginning with the contradictory context of the Polish Canadian enclave, in this 

chapter I show how participants succeeded in building new social relations in this milieu, 

and with this established homes, improved their jobs, and began to reap the benefits of 

their work. At the same time, progress in all these dimensions brought new threats and 

struggles, demanding not only new practical strategies, but also new personal orientations 

to withstand the precariousness and succeed in the underground. These contradictory 

movements structure my descriptions of the changing contexts that follow. I conclude 

with a closer look at the existential conditions that develop in ‘illegal’ trajectories, 

viewing these as demonstrations of ‘what deportability is like’ for Polish migrants in 

Canada. 

 

5.2 Developing Polish Canadian Lifestyles 

  

 5.2.1 Cultural Opportunities. Living and working in the Polish Canadian 

contexts of Mississauga and Toronto, all participants became increasingly familiar with 

                                                
38 I return to this question in Chapter 7. 
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the sociocultural and economic opportunities available to them there. Within the enclave, 

they grew oriented to the diversity Polish shops and services, which meant not only 

grocery stores and restaurants, but doctors, dentists, and legal advisors. Further, as 

workers in Polish business, they serviced all kinds of Polish and non-Polish persons, 

befriended co-workers, the friends of co-workers, and built social circles of their own. 

Most importantly, as they earned more money and enjoyed cheap accommodations with 

their hosts,39 they began to save money and afford the lifestyles that had attracted them to 

Canada in the first place.40  

Thus they began to lead Polish Canadian lifestyles of sorts. Canada’s economy—

and especially its discount malls and stores—supplied participants with an endless array 

of material and social goods that were once excluded from their purview of possibilities; 

accordingly, participants bought noticeably branded clothing, new electronics, household 

goods, and other long-desired products. Within the enclave participants were also able to 

continue ‘Polish life as usual,’ speaking Polish to procure their basic needs, eating Polish 

foods, celebrating Polish holidays with friends and family, attending Polish music 

concerts, watching Polish television and films, reading Polish magazines and newspapers, 

etc.  

As consumers, then, participants generally profited from living and working in the 

Polish Canadian context regardless of their understanding of the English language and 

their lack of status. This was especially important for older participants—Paweł, Janek, 

Marzena but also Gerard—who had barely any knowledge of English.41 Consider how 

Janek remained involved with the Polish community: 

 

He says he goes to [Polish] Church as much as time allows him … He also goes to 

[a Polish park] for [Polish community] meetings. He has also taken part in yearly 

reunions for people in North America who come from his hometown … He spends 

                                                
39 While few participants enjoyed free accommodations for long periods, most profited from cheap 
lodgings during their early stay, and as they began to earn money, they would begin to pay their hosts rental 
fees. 
40 Or as Monika explained it in her case, ‘when you start working, you get cash, you have friends, you get 
time to do things for yourself and friends.’ 
41 Kamil is exceptional here, for while his English was poor, he nevertheless managed to regularly 
communicate with English-speaking clients, working as a self-employed contractor laying tiles for 
customers all over the city. 
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his holidays intermittently between his sister’s place and his brother’s place where 

they do things ‘the Polish way.’ (Janek 04/18/2013) 

 

 The diversity of Polish cultural practices available to Janek made it possible for 

him to live a culturally rich life despite having a very poor understanding of the English 

language; and the aforementioned participants too lived almost exclusively in Polish 

milieus. However, even with a basic understanding of the English language, all other 

participants (the sole exception being Władomir) developed primarily Polish social 

circles, which they often explained resulted from their uneasiness and discomfort with 

speaking in English.42 Only Agata, Gawin, and Kamil made deliberate, routine attempts 

to improve their English,43 but even they established their closest relations with Polish 

people. 

  

 5.2.2 Polish Canadians ‘from a Lower Shelf.’ There were more significant 

reasons for sticking with Polish people however. First, among Polish people in the 

enclave, participants could appear as natives and thus could avoid (some) discrimination 

based on their status. They could make friends and acquaintances—seek romantic 

relations even—without necessarily having to disclose their precarious life situations 

(more on this below). Second, staying in the enclave allowed participants to avoid 

potentially dangerous encounters both with Canadian authorities and English-speaking 

persons who could more readily identify foreignness and lead to participants’ 

apprehension and deportation. Indeed, given their poor English, Janek, Marzena, and 

Paweł were especially vocal about their dependence on the Polish enclave, each sharing 

explicit fears of encountering exclusively English-speaking others to whom they would 

not be able to respond. This dependency deserves elaboration, as it often colored 

participants’ relations with other Poles.  

All participants complained about their reliance on Polish people in Canada, often 

expressing feelings of resentment and disdain toward Poles who evaluated and/or treated 
                                                
42 Apart from Marzena, Gerard, Janek, and Paweł, all other participants could understand, read, and 
communicate in English sufficiently to accomplish their daily needs. 
43 Agata deliberately sought English-speaking friends; Gawin deliberately sought English-speaking 
roommates; and Kamil spoke in English with clients as well as sought to learn English during the time that 
I knew him (i.e., we would get together to ‘do lessons’ of sorts). 



 

 
 

93 

them poorly. Janek expressed such sentiments in a comment made shortly after his 

description of his exclusively Polish lifestyle (above).  

 

He starts explaining that he doesn’t like the Polish mentality. There’s more 

jealousy, ‘że jeden ma, a drugi nie ma [that this person owns things, while this 

person doesn’t].” … Wśrod Polaków jest taka, taka…[among Polish people there is 

this, this…]” He tries to explain what this cultural style is all about but he lacks the 

words for it. … He says he doesn’t like it though, he is embarrassed about it. He 

suspects that had he the language, he would find better friends with people from 

other nations than Poland. (Janek 04/18/2013) 

 

Janek’s sentiments were reiterated by many participants who also complained about 

their reliance on other Poles in Canada (e.g., family members, employers, co-workers, 

business owners) among whom they had to live as members ‘from a lower shelf’ 

(Paweł)—with less opportunities for development, less access to social and material 

goods, having to ask and rely on favors to address basic issues, and generally accept their 

bottom position in the Polish Canadian hierarchy.  

Sylwia maintained that ‘Polish people are wolves to one another beyond borders,’ 

that ‘there is no unity’ among them, and she described her co-workers as mistrustful and 

backstabbing. Gosia echoed the sentiments of other deli-workers when she compared the 

behaviors of Polish clients, who ‘behaved “hamsko [boorishly]” and were obnoxious 

whenever they entered exclusively Polish-speaking businesses,’ to Canadians, who ‘are 

so much nicer … overall always smiling and kind.’ To this she added that ‘Polish people 

are difficult, conniving, and will be nice to your face but stab you in the back when 

you’re not looking.’ While Gosia later corrected her comments—adding that ‘she cannot 

say that all Polish people here are bad, but they do act differently around Canadians than 

they do around other Polish people’—and others also expressed their sentiments in less 

reproachful manners than the ones cited—throughout the course of this study, it was 

evident that the Polish enclave was both favorable and unfavorable for those who lacked 

status, and just as participants expressed regrets about not having more contact with 

Canadians, they remained compelled to befriend Polish people nevertheless. 
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Good friendships were treasured however, and lest the resentful dependency on the 

enclave appear to undermine the possibility of real connections, it should be emphasized, 

it did not. Throughout the course of this study, I witnessed participants form irreplaceable 

bonds with others in what were, in retrospect, remarkably short periods of time, and I was 

regularly struck by the allegiances among those who cared for one another as they 

underwent so many trials and tribulations together as precarious citizens. As the next 

section shows, good relations as a whole were indispensible, not only for gaining the 

strategic skills necessary for navigating ‘illegal’ contexts, but also for freeing oneself 

from them. 

 

5.3 New Social Relations 

 With the exception of Gerard, who severed ties with his hosts after moving out 

from their home, all participants continued to rely on their original hosts’ support 

throughout their stay—even if they merely stood as ‘a last resort’ in dire circumstance. 

However, with time all participants developed new social relations that often grew into 

substantial social circles, consisting of not only family members (when relations were 

maintained), but also co-workers and other friends.  

Ela, Sylwia, Monika, and Agata, met boyfriends within months upon arrival and 

built much of their social life around their friends and family; additionally, Agata 

enrolled in English classes and developed a tight group of international student friends. 

Veronika developed her closest friendships with her cousin at home and a couple from 

work who were also without status. As Gosia, Kayah, Marzena, and Viola arrived to/with 

partners, they relied on them primarily for social support. Janek and Paweł remained 

closest to family in Canada; Gawin, Mateusz, and Kamil developed friendships with co-

workers primarily; and Gerard, who was very close to Mateusz and Gawin, had his wife 

Viola join him after some time.  

Regardless of their closest relationships, as all participants worked side by side 

with others in similarly precarious situations, all developed close ties with co-workers 

and their friends, some of whom they entrusted with knowledge about their status. These 

friends, along with close family members, were integral for participants’ survival 

underground. Friends in similar situations understood participants’ predicaments, shared 
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their concerns and frustrations, and provided both direct and indirect insight about the 

best courses of action for succeeding in precarious conditions. With friends participants 

compared their issues with bosses, legal aid workers, and customers at work; they 

received guidance and coordinates relevant for employment, visa applications, doctors, 

and other services; they heard about both horror and success stories of other ‘illegal’ 

migrants, and in all this they learned about what to do, what not to do, who to speak to, 

what to say, etc. In dialogue with others, I watched participants challenge one another’s 

perspectives on ‘illegal’ matters, humoring their situations when appropriate, and 

stressing about them when circumstances warranted. Befriending others in precarious 

situations was in these ways integral for survival, and the knowledge generated in these 

underground circles often trumped the recommendations of those who were not privy to 

its intricate dynamics, including participants’ original hosts. 

  

 5.3.1 Kombinowanie. Neither the knowledge generated nor the sources who 

circulated it were straightforward in the underground; and thus there was only more or 

less useful knowledge and more or less trustworthy agents in the Canadian enclave. The 

task for participants as migrants without status was to talk to the right people, connect 

with genuine friends, find the most reliable jobs, and get the most helpful information for 

achieving their migratory goals. When I asked Sylwia about what ‘illegal’ life was like, 

she summarized it in the following way: 
 

 ‘Overall, some people get their papers and stay where they are (i.e., they continue 

the same jobs, don’t advance). Others remain without papers and give up without 

moving forward (i.e., they don’t listen to the advice of others with respect to how to 

move forward). And then there are those who listen to the advice of others and 

make it out (and here she considers herself to be included). She adds that she heard 

from the beginning that she had to deal with marriage ASAP should she find 

someone, because the paperwork takes a while to get worked out. ... “Jednak ten 

czas leci [after all, time flies in the underground]” she says, implying here again 

that you have to make use of it. ‘You have to be smart about it.’ (Sylwia 

03/21/2013) 
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 What is especially significant in Sylwia’s remarks is the emphasis she places on 

the strategic work required from the ‘most successful’ migrant among the three types 

mentioned. Successful ‘illegal’ migrants seek and find the social knowledge necessary to 

overcome their ‘illegal’ conditions and thereafter move beyond their dismal work 

circumstances. Failing to find and use the right knowledge in due time carries significant 

consequences: one might give up on seeking to gain status altogether and remain in the 

same precarious conditions; or, what is implied in the first option, one might gain status 

but lose track of bigger dreams and/or achievements—ultimately making no advances 

beyond demeaning and difficult work. Having established a plan to marry, Sylwia 

positions herself as the ‘successful illegal migrant’ who had listened to the right advice 

and was taking the appropriate steps to overcome her situation and reach her migration 

aims.   

 Monika recommended a similar approach when she said < ‘everything is doable, 

but you have to know how to do it and nobody will ever tell you how exactly … “musisz 

kombinować [you have to kombinować].” > Kayah also endorsed a similar strategy for 

success:  

 

“Kombinuje cały czas [I’m constantly kombinuje].” ‘Nothing is impossible in 

principle, you can get away with many things, you just need to know how to do it.’ 

(Kayah 01/14/2013). 

 

Kombinowanie or kombinować has no direct translation in English. Polish-English 

dictionaries have proposed verbs such as “to contrive” (Kombinować, n.d.) and “to 

combine” (Kombinować, n.d-b) but also “to play games,” “to work on an angle,” and “to 

be up to no good” (Kombinować, n.d-a). Notably, kombinowanie does not have to be 

morally reprehensible; it may solely imply creativity and resourcefulness. It applies 

equally to ‘figuring out’ the resolution of a seemingly irresolvable puzzle as it does to 

‘scheming’ for pathways in legal systems that thwart the possibilities for living. It is in 

the latter sense, however, that it appeared time and again throughout this research, and for 

this reason I regard kombinowanie as a central practice necessary for navigating ‘illegal’ 



 

 
 

97 

and deportable contexts as a Polish migrant in Canada.  During the second phase of 

participant observation, I noted: 

 

Kombinowanie. It’s continuously necessary; it means scheming for plans, looking 

for loopholes, opportunities, and ways to get by in a system that doesn’t favor your 

kind. It means seeing barriers first/primarily while always looking for fresh 

opportunities. It’s the mentality of the unofficial law, it’s what is expected from 

those in the underground who are barred from privileges. (Reflexivity Notes 

04/05/2014) 

  

Kombinowanie was what participants had to continuously do to get by in 

sociopolitical circumstances that excluded them from legal modes of being. It was the 

name of the game they had to learn how to play across all contexts—with friends, at 

work, with authorities, at health clinics, etc.—and thus kombinowanie will be seen 

repeatedly from here on.  

 

 5.3.2 Freedom and Forgetting. Friends were not merely—nor even primarily—

about kombinowanie and information exchange however. While they may have served 

these purposes, sometimes more, sometimes less, social occasions were also about 

forgetting ‘illegality’ altogether—or alternatively, about freeing oneself from strenuous 

and precarious everyday life.  

 In the participant observation phases of this study, I had a chance to sit in on 

many group get-togethers between Gerard, Mateusz, and Gawin at first, and as Viola 

joined in later months and Gawin switched jobs, their acquaintances began to attend the 

same celebrations and social dinners. Alternatively, I spent time with Kayah and her 

friends and acquaintances, who also would get together on weekends and even weekdays 

for some beers. As an outsider and researcher, I actively listened for how and when 

‘illegal’-relevant topics came up in their dialogues—and quite often they did. However, I 

was also regularly struck by how ordinary their conversations were, by how much 

‘illegality’ as such rarely featured as an explicit question at dinner parties, and by how 
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not once did participants designate themselves as criminals in these contexts44; indeed, 

unless there was an explicit threat that the group needed to address, the topic of 

‘illegality’ was at times avoided completely.  

For participants, get-togethers were about making and telling jokes, playing 

music, drinking alcohol, reminiscing and complaining about Poland, sharing food, 

recipes, memories, and dreams. Social engagements were moments when participants 

could collectively enjoy what they had stayed for in Canada—that ‘ease of living’ they 

associated with American life. One of my most memorable group encounters with the 

roofers took place one cold, winter night, in nearly -20°C and blizzard conditions. It was 

Gerard’s birthday and the roofers invited me to ‘the yard’ for an after-work barbecue in 

his honor. I noted: 

 

There were about 10 men all hanging out in their work clothes in ‘the yard.’ The 

yard was a large truck parking lot where many trucks were parked, including the 

workers’ trailer. They had an extended rooftop supported by ladders, a barbeque 

with plenty of meat, brandy as their shot of choice. They were all standing around 

the table, laughing and joking. … 

  The context of the cold night and the abandoned parking lot would suggest that 

these are people without another place to be. In many ways, that’s probably true. 

They don’t have a place where they can all meet and one of the men even 

mentioned that they are all working on renting a house together soon—adding that 

it will provide ‘a better environment for all of us to meet.’ … 

 Until late night they cheered (and drank) for Gerard ... ‘This was where they all 

come,’ one of the guys explained, on special occasions to celebrate.  (Group 

Meeting 02/07/2013) 

 

                                                
44 The only time I had heard a participant refer to him or herself as a ‘criminal’ was during my initial 
interview session with Monika, who only referred to herself in this way only at the end of our discussion, 
using the term summarily. Specifically, I noted: ‘but at the end of the day, she says, “Ja jestem 
kryminalistka, jakby sie nie patrzył, łamię prawo—taka jest prawda [I am a criminal, however you look at 
it, I’m breaking the law—that is the way it is.” 
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 While I noted that night how the workers made their manipulative boss (Franek) 

into a ‘running joke,’ the conversations that evening seemed to me to be irrelevant to 

migrant ‘illegality’ and deportability. The men may have had limited options for spaces 

wherein they could all meet to celebrate, but the celebrations themselves seemed to 

involve nothing more than what I would expect from a group of Polish construction 

workers laughing and engaging during an outdoor birthday party. However, when I 

followed up on this during my next meeting with Gerard, Mateusz, and Gawin, I noted 

the following: 

 

They explain that the yard is a place where they can all meet ‘freely’ without 

concern for the police, or other people; [it is a place] “gdzie nikt im nie będzie 

przeszkadzał [where nobody can bother them],” and where they can still hang in 

their work clothes, without caring for how they look to the world. At the yard they 

have, in Mateusz’s English words, “freedom”. (Group Meeting 02/17/2013) 

 

 I still remember the emphasis Mateusz placed on ‘freedom’ when he said it 

deliberately in English while simultaneously lifting his arms to the ceiling to 

communicate a liberating experience. Thus he clarified how within their dark, gated, and 

excluded space, the men were actually practicing freedom. This example poignantly 

demonstrates how ‘illegal’ migrants are able to actively create alternative social spaces 

within unequal contexts—spaces where, together with others, they could forget, reject, 

and free themselves from the inequalities and impositions that constitute their challenging 

circumstances, transforming their very meanings as a result.  

 The possibilities afforded by social relations were integral for participants both to 

remain and survive in the underground, and nowhere was their value more obvious than 

in cases where they were poorly developed.45 Here I think especially of Marzena, Paweł, 

and Janek, all of whom admitted during the interviews that they had few friends in 

Canada, and all of whom I experienced as having poor knowledge about very basic things 

                                                
45 The significance that such relations had on migrants’ life underground was also astutely noted by one of 
Viola’s friends who was returning to Poland after living without status for over a year. < [The friend] told 
Viola that she (the friend) had to return to Poland because unlike Viola and Gerard, she never managed to 
build an equally connected group of friends’. >  
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known to others underground. For instance, when I asked Marzena—who had worked for 

years cleaning houses in Spain—if there are differences between the experiences of men 

and women without status in Canada, she answered, ‘well, I suppose women here have to 

work in stores, right?’ Alternatively, when I asked Janek, who had been working for over 

a decade as a baker in the same bakery, whether he has experienced inequality at work 

due to his status, he said, < “Raczej nie [not really],” but ‘at the same time he says he 

doesn’t know if he is treated equally with regards to pay, but he suspects not.’ > Finally, 

Paweł, who had also been in Canada without status for over a decade, had regular 

problems procuring work; in fact, Kamil—who originally connected me with Paweł—

explained on several occasions that he (Kamil) felt pity for Paweł and would regularly 

help him through his own connections.  

 Poor relations didn’t mean no relations however, for just as participants built 

social ties which built opportunities, so did social relations prove unreliable and 

detrimental to participants’ course. Somewhat ironically, Paweł and Janek had been in 

Canada the longest, whereas Kamil endured a saga of deportation threats from a shifty 

business partner, all of which left him thoroughly regretting trusting others too quickly. 

Finally, as the following sections will show, the social lives described above were 

regularly undermined given participants’ legal status, which called not only for more 

kombinowanie to address objective threats but also new personal orientations to 

withstand the precariousness and succeed in the underground.  

 

5.4 Housing 
 As participants made more money and developed new social connections, all 

except Sylwia moved out from their hosts’ homes, although Sylwia was actively saving 

for this. Marzena also stayed in the same home but she was living there with her husband. 

Importantly, with few funds and no credit record, most participants moved into shared 

accommodations where they could pay for their rent in cash, either with friends (Gerard, 

Mateusz, Viola, Agata, Paweł) or strangers (Gawin, Kamil, Monika, Veronika, 

Władomir). Only Gosia, Janek, Kayah, and Kamil (upon his second move) secured 

independent housing where they did not share their living quarters. To secure their own 

apartments however, Kayah had to rely on her mother-in-law (who signed the lease); 
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whereas Monika (upon her second move) as well as Gerard, Viola and Mateusz procured 

their homes by renting them from their employers. While Kayah and Monika had no 

obvious problems due to their dependency on third parties for housing, the latter group 

struggled with having to grow even more dependent on their boss (see Appendix D for 

how this was an example of kombinowanie).  

 

 5.4.1 Accomplishments.46 Speaking more generally, moving into their own 

spaces was a positive experience for participants, it offered a sense of independence and 

accomplishment, especially when such a life would have been unattainable in Poland. 

Agata lived with her aunt in Mississauga for two years before she moved into a new place 

with a friend she met while taking English classes. As she described its interior, I noted 

the following: 

 

It came with a sofa, a coffee table, a TV, but [Agata and her friend] had to buy the 

rest; and so the two of them split it up evenly. She did have to get her own bedroom 

furniture though—a bed, dresser, bedside table. She says that she is proud of being 

able to do this all by herself. She says in comparison to her friends in Poland—with 

their Master’s degrees and what not—she is ahead of the game. She says she 

learned a lot through this, how to be responsible and independent. (Agata 

03/17/2013) 

  

 Despite its relatively modest interior and shared circumstances, Agata describes 

moving into her new home as a meaningful advancement in her migration trajectory, a 

sign of having reached some of her migratory aims. Further, by comparing herself to her 

friends in Poland who had during the same time procured Master’s degree’s but had 

remained in the same home situations, she justifies her years of hard work and pains—

unlike her friends, she has learned responsibility and independence.  

Having observed during the course of this study how Kayah as well as Gerard and 

Mateusz established themselves in their new homes, I saw first hand both the pleasure 

and the relief they expressed as they furnished them with new and used IKEA furniture, 

                                                
46 The home situations of women dependents is separately addressed in Appendix D. 
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electronics, Polish ingredients, and other goods that were finally only meant for 

themselves and/or their families. That these were first time experiences for all—as all 

participants lived in shared accommodations in Poland either with their parents or in-

laws—could not go unnoticed, and participants took great pleasure in their 

accomplishments given all the troubles and stresses it took to reach them.  

Having their own homes not only meant that participants could lead social lives at 

their own discretion, but also freely invite family and friends from Poland. Indeed, with 

the exception of Marzena and Gosia, all participants had their close relatives from Poland 

visit them, and often sponsored their entire stays (including their plane tickets). These 

visits were not only significant in a sentimental sense—allowing, as they did, for 

participants to reconnect and share their lives with close relatives; for migrants who had 

overstayed their permits and could not leave Canada without fearing not being able to 

return, they were also the only way they could reunite with their close ones.  

 

 5.4.2 Moments of Acute Deportability. Not all participants had positive moving 

experiences or homes free from dangers. Kayah and her family had to move out quickly 

from her mother-in-law’s apartment after receiving an eviction threat from the landlord 

who came to recognize that there were five persons in a single bedroom apartment. Kamil 

moved out within a single day’s notice following a deportation threat made by a co-

worker who knew where he lived (I discuss this in the next chapter, section 6.2.3). 

Finally, Monika and Władomir both reported threatening situations caused by 

unpredictable housemates with whom they shared their accommodations.  
All of these situations introduced new challenges for participants that related 

directly to their precarious status, both by spawning serious fears having to do with 

deportability and requiring kombinowanie to overcome their challenges. Since such 

situations were regular occurrences for the participants of this study, I refer to them as 

moments of acute deportability, and define them as moments during which migrants are 

made astutely aware of their deportable condition. Further, I argue that their lasting 

effects generalize to other contexts, keeping migrants vigilant in other spaces. 

Władomir’s case may serve as a first example.  



 

 
 

103 

The story began when Władomir had to move out from his mother’s place, as it 

became too far for him to commute to his new job at a deli. Seeking cheap, shared 

accommodations, he found a room with a Polish couple in their forties.  

 

He had his own room and bathroom but shared the kitchen. Because he didn’t really 

cook however, he didn’t have that many encounters with them—at least not enough 

to realize that they were heavy drinkers. He had only been living there for two 

months when the couple accused him of stealing their computer and called the 

police. The police then came to his work during a time when he was operating 

heavy machinery. Władomir explains that he was petrified during the situation, 

‘scared that they would deport him on the spot.’ He said all this in half sentences, 

implying the fear: “they could have really done something…” or “of course I was 

scared ‘cause you know…” I was left to fill in the blanks with ‘like deportation?’ 

and ‘you could have been arrested?’ [respectively] to which he agreed. He was 

asked [by the policemen] to show his ID, but he only had a Polish one, so he 

showed that—again, petrified. Fortunately the policemen were kind, one Filipino, 

the other a Pole, and they let him go without too much questioning; they asked if he 

stole the computer and he denied it. We engaged in a conversation that emphasized 

how scary and intense this must have been for him. In the end, it turned out that 

[one of the housemates] drunkenly misplaced the computer in her closet, and it was 

simply covered with a bunch of clothes. (Władomir 04/15/2013) 

 

 What started out as a wrong accusation made by two irresponsible roommates 

generated a host of circumstances that could have had Władomir deported. In this brief 

encounter with the police, Władomir’s possible deportation became alive in his 

experience and his vulnerable condition was brought to the forefront of his imagination. 

Prior to the occurrence, it was just work as usual. Following this incident, Władomir was 

compelled to kombinowanie. As he explained to me after, he searched for alternatives 

among his friends and acquaintances and eventually found a room to rent with a co-

worker whom he saw as more trustworthy; and as far as I know, they are still living 

together.  
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 Importantly, as Władomir continued his life underground, this experience never 

left him—it was one of the first things he reported to me impromptu in the car on our way 

to the coffee shop for the interview. And when I asked him, ‘how much does ‘being 

illegal’ sit on his mind,’ he responded that < ‘he thinks about it often and in all kinds of 

contexts—even such a silly situation like when you are coming home from the bar and 

you get pulled over by cops who ask you for ID. But he says (repeatedly and in reference 

to various threats), “you try not to let it get to you.” > 

 Władomir’s reiterated phrase is immensely revealing. It points both to the 

persistent vigilance required of him given the real possibility of his deportation that can 

follow from diverse, even routine situations, as well as the psychological work necessary 

to keep his fears and concerns in check so that he can continue life underground. I do not 

claim that the earlier moment of acute deportability caused Władomir’s later reported 

psychological state. Rather, my argument is that such moments generate fears of 

deportation that not only call for kombinowanie as creative responses to the 

circumstances at hand, but also—by producing ‘lingering fears’—these moments 

motivate participants to develop common patterns of downplaying, rationalizing, 

ignoring these fears, so as to get on with life underground.  I will refer to the condition 

produced through such repeated moments as chronic deportability and elaborate it with 

subsequent examples below. 

 
5.5 Healthcare  

With time few participants could escape the inevitable need for health services. 

With the exception of Janek—who for thirteen years avoided both doctors and dentists—

and Marzena—who had been in Canada for less than a year—all participants at one point 

or another needed to see medical professionals, for which almost all relied exclusively on 

Polish doctors and dentists. For the most part, participants found doctors via referrals 

from others, although Władomir, for instance, had an employer whose wife was a doctor 

and Veronika had a neighbor who was a nurse; only Gawin and Agata sought direct help 

from English-speaking walk-in clinics. Most doctor visits involved non–threatening 

issues, but as a rule, participants would only see doctors when they felt it was absolutely 

necessary. Emergencies were rare but, as may be expected, alarming. In the course of this 
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study, Gawin, Gerard, and Gosia all required immediate help from hospitals, which I 

describe elsewhere in this document.47  

 Given their limited access to healthcare as migrants without status, what would 

otherwise comprise minor issues—a sinus infection, a cavity—turned into problems to be 

continuously avoided; and the possibility of something more serious happening—i.e., 

requiring high hospital costs—a persistent fear. The latter was something ‘God forbid’ 

(Paweł, Viola) or ‘knock on wood’ (Kayah) you would never have to incur and thus have 

to be careful about ‘at every step’ (Paweł, see above). Should they experience a more 

serious medical problem, participants maintained that remaining in Canada would be 

impossible to afford and/or not be worth it.48  They would have to leave to receive 

treatment in Poland to avoid the costs—and the ticket itself would cost them. 

Consequently, a fear of accident or illness49 developed into a palpable, persistent concern, 

one that permeated participants’ everyday lives and discouraged them from seeing 

doctors. When problems did surface however, participants addressed them creatively, via 

kombinowanie. 

 

 5.5.1 Fear of Accident or Illness. Monika’s narrative illustrates the psychosocial 

process motivated by health concerns as she discusses how she has learned to address 

them in her everyday life: 

 

“Głupia wisyta u lekarza [A stupid visit to the doctor]” is already a problem. She 

had a bladder infection and that cost her money; she tried first doing it on her own 

(using medication that she had brought from Poland), but that didn’t work out. She 

then realized that she had to go to a gynecologist but it would cost her $250 just for 

a preliminary visit. So she “dostała namiary na kobietę która robi wszystko 

[obtained a reference for a woman doctor who does everything]” and paid her the 

cost of a normal visit. She says that ‘everything is doable, but you have to know 

how to do it and nobody will ever tell you how exactly.’ With respect to the doctor, 
                                                
47 I discuss Gerard’s accident in Appendix E, Gawin’s accident in the next chapter, section 6.2.2, and 
Gosia’s pregnancy in Appendix D. 
48 As Kayah explained to me, ‘nobody is stupid enough to stay in this country while paying for healthcare 
costs’ 
49 I am grateful to Hank Stam for this phrasing. 
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she says that ‘it’s simple, you’ve got to find different ways for getting the same 

things done—“musisz kombinować [you have to kombinować].” … Later she adds 

that when she went to the doctor, she took her boyfriend with her, as she didn’t feel 

sure about her circumstances. They pretended she couldn’t speak English … 

‘Overall,’ she says, ‘she doesn’t get sick so much, but she also tries to be smart 

about it.’ She says her boyfriend bought her a snowboard for Christmas but she told 

him that ‘she won’t try it out until they are in a more serious [legal] position 

together.’ She states emphatically that ‘she has to be wary about these things. What 

if she breaks a bone or something? What then?’ “Jednak zawsze jest coś na tle 

głowy co ci mówi że jeszcze musisz czekać  [Despite everything there is always 

something at the back of your mind that reminds you that you still have to keep 

waiting].” (Monika 03/14/2013) 

 

Monika’s account begins with an informative elaboration of how kombinowanie is 

necessary for addressing basic health concerns. What would normally be a minor task—

namely, a doctor’s visit—becomes for an ‘illegal’ migrant a ‘stupid’ problem which costs 

money and needs to be addressed creatively—that is, via kombinowanie. Monika begins 

by drawing on her own resources—medications from Poland—but when that fails, she 

starts looking for alternatives. Learning first that a regular preliminary visit would be 

expensive, she asked around further, seeking more helpful knowledge, and eventually 

found a doctor ‘that does everything’ for the same price. By subsuming this unusually 

elaborate effort into as a ‘simple’ process, she highlights the way kombinowanie depends 

on wit and resourcefulness rather than abstract knowledge and/or research. Further, 

Monika elaborates how kombinowanie—however clever and effective for the ‘illegal’ 

migrant—is never a secure or definite process, but a necessary effort to address the 

situational demands of a precarious context. Despite her self-proclaimed success at 

outsmarting the limitations caused by her status, Monika follows through with her plan in 

uncertainty—bringing her Canadian boyfriend to the clinic for added support.  

The second half of Monika’s account reveals how the lack of status figures in the 

everyday lives of migrants as an operative fear of accident or illness. Most importantly, 

what Monika describes as ‘something at the back of your mind’ effectively persists as a 
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background to all the practices she describes—not getting sick so much, being smart 

about her health, not trying out her new snowboard; and serves to continuously remind 

her ‘you still have to keep waiting.’ At the time of this conversation she was waiting for 

her boyfriend to file his taxes so that the couple could proceed with the requirements 

necessary for a common law application. By justifying her precautious everyday practices 

with reference to a persistent reminder associated with her (lack of) legal status, Monika 

discloses how status figures in the lives of irregular migrants as a consistent fear—

however faint—that keeps them aware of their limited possibilities as deportable subjects. 

Hence Monika remained smart about her health, didn't get sick, and refrained from 

snowboarding until she had status. The potential costs of an illness or an accident—

monetary or deportation—were too great to risk such behaviors as an ‘illegal’ migrant. 

Finally, Monika’s account points to the way that everyday objects in migrants’ lives 

could become symbols of their vulnerable positions, for the very gift of the snowboard—

despite its good intentions—operated as a moment of acute deportability that brought to 

the fore her precarious position. 

All participants spoke in one way or another about the persistent fears they felt with 

respect to incurring an accident or injury and in various forms, all worked toward 

avoiding such threats. Yet, as Monika’s example suggests, kombinowanie itself was not 

sufficient to quench health concerns, for the fear of accident or illness remained 

regardless of everyday successes to avoid health complications.  

 

5.6 Social Services 
 To my knowledge, few participants in this study made use of social services 

throughout their ‘illegal’ trajectories. In fact, many expressed surprise when I informed 

them about free community health centers in the Toronto and Mississauga areas. The two 

major social services accessed by participants were public education and legal services—

both of which bring attention to the pervasive precariousness that characterized ‘illegal’ 

migrant experience more generally. I discuss Legal Services in Appendix E. 

 

 5.6.1 Public Education and Pervasive Precariousness. Three participants had 

school-aged children in this study: Viola and Gerard; as well as Kayah (and her husband); 
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and both groups managed to enroll their children in public education. While the ethical 

requirements of this study prevent me from commenting on my observations of the 

children of ‘illegal’ migrants, these participants’ struggles as parents without status 

deserve elaboration, especially as they illustrate explicitly the pervasive precariousness 

that characterized the lives of all others in this study. The following is an excerpt from 

my records of a conversation that I had with Gerard (in the presence of Mateusz and 

Gawin) during the first phase of participant observation, at a time when Gerard was 

preparing for Viola and their daughter’s arrival from Poland. Gerard had just spent most 

of his day searching for Polish Canadian school options for his daughter, seeking to 

provide her with a context wherein she would remain immersed in both languages.  

 

Gerard found a school that is run partially in Polish, partially in English. … I’m 

taken back by the fact that the school exists, but apparently they teach some courses 

in Polish, others in English. It’s pretty far from his home though, so he’s not happy 

about that; but he says that his wife can drive [their daughter] back and forth if 

needs be. ‘It’s just down [name of a street close by], so it shouldn’t be too bad.’ 

 We talk about the school and what it will look like for the daughter to be here in 

this context. The debate is around the idea of whether [Gerard’s daughter] would 

gain more from being in a Polish environment vs. being in an English one. Seeing 

that this depends on where he and Viola imagine their future (in Canada or in 

Poland), I ask him rather forwardly where he plans [his daughter’s] future to take 

place; for depending on where that would be, I state [naively], his daughter would 

probably be better off going to an English only school [if they are planning to stay 

in Canada]. Gerard doesn’t really know how to respond to this though, he gets 

awkward about it; he says he doesn’t know yet, “to się wszystko okarze [everything 

is still to be determined].” He says that he is concerned about [his daughter] having 

trouble and not liking school in Canada. … He says that she has been asking him 

already whether she will be able to find a friend that speaks to her in Polish. … He 

wants her to be happy here, he is concerned about her well-being and wants to do 

whatever travel is necessary to make this a possibility. … The problem is that he 
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doesn’t know where they are going to be, but he wants her to be learning in the 

meantime. He can’t plan appropriately because his future is uncertain…  

 Because the situation became awkward and I felt that I hit a sensitive topic, I 

moved away from the subject, trying to comfort him that ‘no matter what school 

she enrolls in, she will learn English by virtue of being here’. … [Later in the 

evening when I had a chance to speak to Gerard alone] I apologized for putting him 

on the spot about having to make a decision about his daughter and in return 

offered him my help … He thanked me, told me that he would be just fine, and 

reiterated that he just doesn’t know how things will look like in the future, and 

hence it’s hard to make a decision. (Group meeting 05/06/2013) 

  

 What I had failed to recognize during my conversation with Gerard was the 

pervasive precariousness with which he lived and the way it disturbed his family life. 

Only later did it occur to me that the mere fact that he sought a Polish Canadian school 

was already a demonstration of his attempt to live ‘in both worlds’ as it were, preparing 

for life in Canada but keeping Poland as an ongoing option for his future. Gerard’s 

discomposure in answering my question—which I recall vividly given his otherwise 

tough facades—made me realize his deep concerns over his daughter’s happiness and the 

regret that he must feel not being able to promise her a secure future. Without status he 

walked on precarious grounds and took his entire family along with him. He knew this 

very well, I later realized, as he worried about his daughter and about whether his 

situation would turn out as he planned. In the meantime, he prepared for both worlds, and 

when Viola arrived, she would follow up each of her daughter’s school days with further 

lessons based upon the Polish curriculum that the daughter was missing by virtue of not 

being there—all this ‘just in case’ the family had to return. 

 While Kayah did not engage in such elaborate efforts with her children, she 

nevertheless struggled with parallel problems, and regularly questioned whether she was 

placing her two children at an advantage or disadvantage by enrolling them in a Canadian 

vs. a Polish school, listing the pros and cons for both, weighing the chances of the 

family’s long-term stay in Canada, and considering continuously the potential 

consequences should her family be suddenly forced to leave Canada. While I recognized 
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these struggles as ‘ongoing’ at the time, the extent of Kayah’s torments about the issue 

became clear to me during a threatening situation with the school board—a moment of 

acute deportability. 

  Kayah had received notice that her children had to undergo mandatory health 

screenings and was worried that upon filing their records, the school authorities would 

realize that their (and by extension, Kayah’s) status had expired. This was the first time I 

saw Kayah visibly perturbed by her precarious condition, as she tended to be flippant in 

her comments about the situation. At this time however, I watched her struggle as she 

contemplated how best to maneuver in this situation—how to kombinować in other 

words. Amongst other things, she considered having her children avoid school that day 

and instead take them to do the medical tests herself; but this would cost her money and 

she was worried that it wouldn’t make much of a difference if she would still have to 

provide paperwork. She asked me questions about what I would do, contemplated the 

likelihood of being caught, what she could say to defend herself, etc.  

 Yet, just as Kayah schemed for a better resolution, which would be expected in 

this situation, what shocked me at the time was that she was equally willing to give up on 

kombinowanie altogether: < she said to me that sometimes she would just prefer if ‘life’ 

chose for her whether/when [her family] ought to stay here or [in Poland]. ‘She can’t 

seem to make this decision.’ But she constantly thinks about whether she will be here or 

there. >  Kayah’s desperate comments revealed to me the breadth and depth of her 

everyday torments. It became clear to me just how much she had enough of the 

uncertainty, of not knowing where her family will end up in the future, and of having to 

persistently worry about what is the best course of action (or what is the best 

kombinowanie). 

  Kayah’s experience was illuminating in that it brought to my attention the way 

deportability featured in my participants’ existences as a pervading precariousness. 

Indeed, thereafter I began to recognize this psychosocial dynamic in conversations both 

with Kayah50 and other participants. That is, I recognized how the inability to plan, to 

                                                
50 At another time, I noted the way Kayah’s undecided status featured in a brief conversation: < At one 
point she says that she ‘will have to’ go to Poland; at another time she says that ‘she hopes she doesn’t have 
to go there’; then ‘If I go back there is no way I am going there, I’ll go to England or something’ and then 
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imagine a future, or to commit to anything long-term characterized ‘what it was like’ to 

live without status, and as further examples will reveal, it also required from participants 

an existential stance that was both open to possibility and focused on the present, on what 

is practical.  

 

5.7 Employment 

 Nowhere was the need for kombinowanie more obvious than in the employment 

context, where participants developed their own connections and sought relevant 

knowledge to improve their job situations. With time all participants grew increasingly 

familiar with the ins and outs of the underground Polish Canadian economy and in one 

way or another, most improved their employment situations. However, upward mobility 

in the underground had its limits and precarious work grew hard to accept when there 

were no guarantees for the future. Accordingly, in an effort to continue the lives that they 

started, participants developed new ways of thinking and self-understanding deliberately 

designed to deal with their ‘illegal’ conditions. I summarize these efforts in the condition 

of chronic deportability. 

 

 5.7.1 Upward Movements. With the exception of Paweł, who continued to work 

as a helper in construction for over a decade, all other participants improved their 

working conditions. Ela found better hours at another restaurant. Agata and Janek were 

promoted to supervisory positions and given raises—however symbolic. Monika moved 

from babysitting to cleaning to working at a deli. Veronika moved from one deli to 

another when immigration authorities came into the first of the two looking for another 

woman worker; Veronika was fortunate not to have been at work that day but it 

frightened her sufficiently to switch jobs. Sylwia didn’t change jobs, but kept regular 

hours at a deli. Marzena didn’t change jobs but refused to work in exploitative cleaning 

conditions. Kayah also refused to work in cleaning services (after doing so for several 

months) and moved between two deli jobs as well as worked as a delivery driver. Gosia 

remained at the deli following her dangerous experience with ‘massage school’ (see 

                                                                                                                                            
also she says ‘who knows, maybe I will stay here.’ > In her extensive wavering Kayah indicates her 
continuous struggle and exhaustion with living without knowing what to expect for the future. 
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previous chapter, section 4.3.3), and was expecting to be able to keep her job once she 

delivered her baby. Gerard and Mateusz received raises and gained seniority so that 

Franek stopped calling them to work on Sunday mornings. Władomir moved out of 

construction and began to work at a deli as well as kombinował all kinds of side jobs via 

the Internet. Kamil too, I once noted, was a ‘smart kombinator’ as he moved beyond his 

early days of working for construction bosses and started his own tiling enterprise, 

working as a self-employed contractor for cash. He advertised his services online several 

times a day, sought out clients, provided estimates, accepted only worthwhile projects, 

and made better money with less work overall. 51 

 Gawin serves as a shining example of kombinowanie and what it can do for those 

who learn it well in the underground context. Within the span of five years, he went from 

working as a deli helper ($10/hour and demeaning work conditions), to a construction 

helper (better pay, but he was laid off) to a roofer (better pay but unreliable payment, too 

many hours, and dangerous conditions) to indoor construction worker (less pay than 

roofing, but safer conditions and consistent hours and reliable pay); to driving delivery 

trucks (highest pay and many hours). Time and again (and again) he searched for ways to 

improve his circumstances, re-thinking and re-working his opportunities, seeking out 

informants, taking their advice, and formulating creative action plans to help him achieve 

his goals at increasingly higher speeds.52 And all of this, he explained, he learned in 

Canada. 

 

[He says that] when he came here he knew nothing about construction, “miał dwie 

lewe ręce [he had two left hands],” and he had to learn “jak kombinować [how to 

kombinować].” Construction, he jokes, “to takie wielkie kombinowanie [is like one 

big kombinowanie]!” (Gawin 02/18/2013) 

 

                                                
51 Kamil regularly gave lower than average estimates to appear competitive; however, he explained to me 
that he had more time off than others who lay tiles, and he worked at his own pace by completing a few 
‘big jobs’ per month that paid well. 
52 To drive trucks he first “kombinował po przyjacielach [did kombinowanie among his friends],” finding 
the opportunity to work for cash in a franchise; he then put in time as a passenger driver, passed the 
necessary drivers’ tests, and eventually became a primary driver, making close to $40/hour.  
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 Gawin arrived to Canada with no construction experience, looking to explore his 

options after learning that he could not become a secret service agent in Poland. His story 

thus highlights the extent to which kombinowanie is a learned process, and one that could 

bring promise to those who master it.53 Those who failed at this task—and here again, 

Paweł but also Janek and Marzena provide counter examples54—were less capable of 

overcoming entry-level exploitation and/or demeaning work conditions.  

  

 5.7.2 Chronic Deportability. To the extent that participants improved their 

working lives and pursued Polish Canadian lifestyles, there was reason to continue in 

Canada. However, as examples of deportation and health threats have shown, 

participants’ trajectories were not linear progressions, and despite some upward 

movements in their working conditions, all remained limited to the spectrum of service 

and construction sector jobs to which they had arrived. In fact, lest Gawin’s story above 

be mistaken for a success story of sorts, Gawin dealt with his own share of exploitative 

employers, poor payments, no payments, shifty co-workers, and precarious conditions. 

Further, over the course of this study, he suffered from recurrent health emergencies that 

led him to hospitalization on three separate occasions, each lasting over a week. These 

visits would wear him down in all senses of the word, as they cost him thousands of 

dollars,55 were physically exhausting, and psychologically demanding. Further, Gawin’s 

accomplishments were not merely a matter of smart decisions but demanded of him to 

embody a work ethic and self-understanding conducive to surviving underground. 

 Just what was expected of the successful ‘illegal’ male laborer was nicely 

captured in a conversation between Gawin, Mateusz, and Gerard about an unsuccessful 

laborer—a co-worker the men were making fun of at a pool hall one evening: 

 

                                                
53 Of course Gawin had other things going for him, including the fact that he was a young, single, and 
physically strong man. The ‘illegal’ context was ripe with employment opportunities for men in his 
position, especially with his determination and resilience. I discuss Kayah as a counter example of a good 
kombinatorka in Appendix F to bring some light onto the way kombinowanie intersects with gender.  
54 See previous chapter, section 5.3.2. 
55 Gawin negotiated to pay for his healthcare costs via monthly installments that were a few hundred dollars 
per month. 
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They say that the [worker] joined them not too long ago from Poland but ‘acted 

spoiled’ and was not willing to give himself to the job, was complaining, unwilling 

to work extra hours, said his legs hurt, and even when they told him, ‘at least 

pretend to do something!’ he refused. He said that ‘he works only until 1600h’ and 

he has no problem telling the boss that this is the case. Even the boss, the men 

explained, tried to take it easy on this man, giving him many chances, but still [the 

man] wouldn’t do what was necessary. Mateusz says he hated working with him, as 

he was extremely slow. (Group Meeting 02/17/2013) 

 

In their facetious comments (and the many that followed) Gawin, Gerard, and 

Mateusz effectively outlined the requirements made of them as ‘illegal’ workers in 

Canada’s underground. The ‘spoiled’ novice was laughable precisely because he failed to 

embody the men’s work ethic, which meant working hard, speedily, overtime, making 

few demands and no complaints. While the men addressed this jokingly at the time, at 

other times, they expressed their enervation. While Gerard tended to be humored by the 

men as the ‘suck up’ who readily responded to Franek’s wishes, he regularly complained 

to me about his mistrust toward Franek and his inability to gauge whether Franek will 

take the steps necessary to secure him a work permit. Mateusz complained that ‘he can’t 

stand not being able to control his hours and having to constantly put up with a boss that 

doesn’t pay him on time,’ and he worried about the long-term effects of physical labor 

were he to become ‘absorbed’ by the lifestyle it afforded. Gawin summarized these 

concerns nicely one night after he finally quit his job with Franek, claiming that he no 

longer had to ‘put up with [Franek’s] bullshit while smiling and nodding.’  

 While the roofers held the most physically demanding and dangerous jobs in this 

study, difficult, devaluing, and demeaning experiences characterized most work 

trajectories, and participants expressed their unhappiness with their stagnant job positions 

each in their own way. Further, Agata, Ela, Veronika, and Władomir all reported fears of 

having immigration authorities come to their work; whereas Gawin described to me a 

‘close call’ where the roofers were frightened by a police officer who stopped them en 

route to work for making an inappropriate U-turn. I have already addressed how work 

conditions were demeaning, exploitative, and generated fears in the previous chapter. 
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What is important to address here is how with time and the mixture of uncertainties 

afforded by deportable status—namely, fears deportation, fears of accident or illness, and 

pervasive precariousness—these working conditions demanded painful efforts to accept. 

All participants had to live and work and invest their energies in projects that were not 

guaranteed and could at any moment be swept from underneath them—and accordingly, 

all had to take on new self-understandings that were conducive to their continued 

existence underground.  

 With respect to the roofers, Viola summarized these efforts in the following:  

 

She says that everyone lives “z dnia na dzień [from day to day / one day at a time]” 

and thinks it’s all worth doing to save the money, but what if one day “tak cię bolą 

stawy że szklanki nie możesz podnieść? [your joints hurt you so much that you 

can’t pick up a glass?]” … “Nie daj Boże coś się stanie to wszyscy leżą i nic im się 

nie należy [God forbid something happens, then everyone is toast and nobody will 

receive anything for it]” should they not be able to work. ‘They can’t even say that 

it was an accident at work because they are working “na czarno [literally ‘in black’, 

but means ‘illegally].” …“Dopóki wszystko jest OK, to OK [Until everything is 

OK, then OK]”; but should something happen, they have no recourse, no support, 

no pay-out’. … She says that ‘it’s all so ridiculous because you don’t even have this 

guaranteed.’ She’s tired of living from day to day herself because she too doesn’t 

know if she won’t be ‘forced to leave Canada tomorrow.’ (Viola 01/14/2014) 

 

In her multiple distressed assertions, Viola identifies what I take to be the central tensions 

at the heart of deportable existence. On the one hand, the entire experience is fraught with 

uncertainties, vulnerabilities, and fears. Long-term damage from physical labor, risks of 

accidental injuries, lack of employment security, limited rights, and potential deportation 

all feature in her talk, revealing their interdependencies and inseparability. At any 

moment, she stresses, things can turn around, and when they do, they carry enormous 

implications. Hence ‘God forbid … should anything [of this kind] happen.’ 

 On the other hand, Viola’s complaints about the seeming immaturity on the part 

of the workers—that they fail, as it were, to recognize the serious risks that they were 
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undertaking, living ‘from day to day’—reveal what were in fact deliberate efforts taken 

by all participants in this study in order to deal with their precarious conditions. The 

roofers were not blind to the continual risks they took throughout their everyday lives. 

Rather, they recognized that to achieve their aims (here Viola mentions ‘saving money’) 

required that they adjust to their circumstances—or ‘not let them get to them,’ as 

Władomir put it—and get on with what is practical, what is now, what is most important. 

Viola’s repeated reference to ‘living from day to day’ actually identifies an effective, 

existential strategy for succeeding in conditions where there are no guarantees—and in 

this study, virtually all participants embodied this approach in one way or another. That 

Viola herself—as the only person who did not work in this study—also embodied this 

attitude—claiming that she was ‘tired of living from day to day’ herself—corroborates 

how it applied not merely to ‘illegal’ workers but to ‘illegal’ migrants more generally. 

Ultimately then, the roofers’ temporary refusal to acknowledge the precarity of their 

situation (also seen in ‘until everything is OK, OK’) brings to the fore how ‘illegal’ 

migrants need to acquire not merely the practical but the existential skills necessary to 

endure their fearful and uncertain conditions.  

 Kamil once told me, ‘he decided a long time ago not to concern himself too much 

with [his status]; that is never good for you—‘it brings heart attacks! … if you let the fear 

get to you, you can loose your head, get depression!’ Other participants shared similar 

advice: you have to ‘think about the positive’ (Władomir), ‘expect things to progress 

slowly, gradually’ (Monika); ‘be careful not to dream too big’ (Kayah); ‘you can’t be 

scared!’ and ‘think practically’ (Gawin). Together these comments point to the way 

living with ‘illegal’ status requires migrants on a daily basis to ignore, downplay, 

rationalize, deny, etc., their precarious and vulnerable positions, while at the same time 

remaining aware—however implicitly—of their uncertainties and fears.  

 All this makes for a complex existential condition. I have chosen to refer to it as 

chronic deportability in order to emphasize the way it is an adverse and enduring 

condition developed over time with others via ‘illegalization’. De Genova (2002) defined 

migrant ‘illegalization’ as the “legal production of migrant ‘illegality’’ (p. 243) and 

deportability as the palpable sociopolitical condition that characterizes this ‘illegality’ 

and renders undocumented labor exploitable. While I take deportability as starting point 
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for understanding the sociopolitical coordinates occupied and embodied by ‘illegalized’ 

migrants, I differentiate between chronic deportability as the generalized condition 

endured by ‘illegal’ migrants during their everyday lives, and moments of acute 

deportability, which interfere with this condition and, as direct threats to status, remind 

migrants of their vulnerable, deportable positions. The purpose is to better understand 

how on a daily basis ‘illegal’ migrants are not overwhelmed by fears of deportation 

and/or of no return, despite the fact that they are also never able to shake off these fears 

entirely—a point I will elaborate in the next chapter. My argument, in brief, is that 

migrants develop unique strategies not only to address the practical challenges of their 

material, socioeconomic conditions (i.e., via kombinowanie), but also to address the 

perpetual fears that these challenges produce.  

Veronika offers an exquisite example of this as she describes her perspective on her 

employment situation: 

 

She says she tries to convince herself that this ‘is only temporary,’ that “widocznie 

tak musi być [this is how it was meant to be],” that “jestem tutaj i już. Co będzie to 

będzie [I’m simply here, and that’s it. Whatever will be, will be].” In the meantime, 

she says she lives “z dnia na dzień [from day to day],” trying to have friends, have 

experiences. “Czekam na to co będzie [I’m waiting for whatever is meant to 

happen].” She adds that she used to cry every night for 1.5 years, trying to convince 

herself that things would be okay and gain the strength to be happy at work. She 

said it took a lot to convince herself to this situation. This being the case, she will 

give her all to make it work now. (Veronika 03/25/2013) 

 

Veronika’s statement points to the exhaustive efforts required of ‘illegal’ migrants 

to assume their working conditions and counteract the pervasive precariousness generated 

by their lack of status. Recognizing her vulnerable position, Veronika convinced herself 

repeatedly to accept her circumstances; to suppress her fears about the future and instead 

remain open about her possibilities; to delay her dreams and live one day at a time; and 

ultimately, to surrender the pursuit of her desires to whatever ‘destiny’ would bring. The 

months of tearful nights that she devoted to embody her precarious status makes the 
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resulting openness to ‘friends’ and ‘experiences’ anything but a carefree, happy-go-lucky 

attitude. Rather, what Veronika describes is her way of addressing her uncertainties and 

fears as an ‘illegal’ Polish migrant in Canada’s underground. Ultimately, her troubled 

existence results from continuous and deliberate self-interventions adopted to survive the 

undesirable and precarious circumstances of illegality.  

Agata provides a final example that situates the elaborate efforts developed by 

participants within their migration trajectories:  

 

‘You come because you have a particular dream and expectations. You need to 

have patience and cannot forget why you came, constantly reminding yourself of 

this. You can’t think “że to jest beznadziejne [that this is hopeless/useless]” but “że 

jakoś to będzie [somehow things will work out].’ … “To dużo frustracji [It’s really 

frustrating].” (Agata 03/17/2013) 

 

 These struggles speak to the existential dynamics and tensions that come to 

characterize the lives of migrants who must endure unequal conditions without knowing 

whether their efforts will be worthwhile or their time wasted.56 As precariousness comes 

to pervade their existence, they suffer from endless streams of considerations that plague 

their ‘every step’ (Paweł). It is never clear what one should plan for, what to invest in, 

who to trust, how to decide, or what to look forward to. Not surprisingly, participants 

convince themselves to abstain from planning, deliberately focusing on what’s required 

now, or on ‘what is most important’ (Gawin). Thus when I told Marzena near the end of 

the interview that < ‘it seems to me that everything is so highly dependent on 

                                                
56 I noted the following near the end of the first phase of my research: < They are trying to get on with their 
lives, addressing one issue at a time. They are laughing at their plights whenever they achieve enough 
distance to do so; albeit when they are suddenly threatened, they think of the worst case scenarios and grow 
frightened about the consequences these have for their lives. It’s not unusual, I don’t think, to be worried 
about the future—but their worries are not ‘Will my business unfold? Will my kid do his homework?’ etc., 
but ‘Will I be able to stay here? (Sylwia); ‘How much should I invest in my time here? (Kayah); ‘What am 
I doing here?’ (Veronika); ‘Am I wasting my life? (Agata, Władomir). These are bigger questions that have 
greater bearing on how their lives will unfold—they are heavier burdens over which they have little control.  
They are risking things, scared for their futures, and adopting ‘co będzie to będzie [whatever will be will 
be]’ or ‘otwarte [open]’ attitudes to cope with the uncertainty, at times giving up … and at other times 
waiting with an open heart (Veronika). > (Reflexivity Notes 03/21/2013) 
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circumstance,’ she responds with agreement: ‘oh, we decided that it doesn’t make sense 

to plan things anymore, for plans “nic nie daja [don’t give you anything].” > 

As the next chapter will show, these efforts are exhausting. Further, they leave 

migrants living dual, sometimes triple lives, preparing for Canada, Poland, and/or 

alternatively, somewhere in Europe. However, before they become unbearable these 

efforts are necessary, and I argue that all participants had to learn and embody these 

particular modes of being, adopting common stances both to others and to themselves in 

order to survive underground. They had to learn not only how to kombinować, in other 

words, but also how to talk to themselves, how to organize their thoughts and downplay 

their fears in ways that would keep their anxieties at bay and their work ethic, wit, and 

hopes in the forefront. In this sense, all participants suffered from chronic deportability.  
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Chapter 6: Cycles of Deportability and Prognosis 

 

‘Fear comes up unexpectedly. Sometimes you forget that you are here without 

papers,’ she says. ‘But there are moments when you are reminded.’ For example, 

when she goes to the gym and she scans her gym card, she thinks ‘somebody out 

there knows where I am’. … When you are reminded, Agata says, ‘you walk 

around wondering if anyone is watching.’ (Agata 03/17/2013) 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 Virtually all participants in this study echoed Agata’s insights into the way fear 

featured in her everyday experience. To a greater or lesser degree, all participants 

explained that the fear they felt on a daily basis was ‘bearable’ (Paweł); that that they 

could go on despite having it ‘linger’ (Janek); and that it was primarily ‘when problems 

arose—especially health problems’ (Kayah) that participants were ‘reminded’ of their 

lack of status. This is also consistent with other research that shows how ‘illegal’ 

migrants’ daily activities often have little to do with their legal status, and for the most 

part, it is only when status-relevant situations arise that ‘illegality’ becomes an issue 

(Coutin, 2003; Lowry & Nyers, 2003; Talavera et al., 2010).  

 All this is not surprising if we assume, as I have, that deportation regimes operate 

not by physically deporting ‘illegal’ migrants but by differentially including them under 

deportable conditions (De Genova, 2002). Put differently, migrants need to be able to go 

about their days in some minimal fashion if they are to work in exploitable conditions. To 

the extent that the participants in this study were able to establish unique lives in the 

Polish Canadian enclave, my research supports this perspective.  

 Yet, there is more to ‘illegal’ migration than the exploitation of labor, and the 

dynamics of ‘illegal’ existence are not equivalent to sociopolitical circumstances. The 

process that is kombinowanie serves to show that migrants are intractable, capable of re-

imagining and re-working their circumstances, of viewing ‘illegal’ opportunities in legal 

limitations, or alternatively, openings in dead ends. The extent to which kombinowanie 

escapes the sociopolitical powers that necessitate it will be discussed in Chapter 7. The 
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point here is to undertake a more precise analysis of participants’ experiences in order to 

trace the reach of the regime’s operations at this level of analysis.  

 While I have begun this discussion in the last chapter by introducing the functions 

of moments of acute deportability and chronic deportability, a more precise study is 

necessary to determine just how chronic deportability is perpetuated and reinforced by 

fears generated in deportable conditions. The goal is to understand how fears of 

deportation and/or accident or illness form in the social and psychic lives of migrants, 

producing unique dynamics and tensions, and exploiting dreams and hopes. For what 

started off as a desire for exploration or a temporary work stint became chronic 

deportability. 

 Agata’s insights are integral for beginning such a project, since to adequately 

gauge the operations and effects of fear in ‘illegal’ life it is helpful to observe them when 

they are most visible—namely, in moments of acute deportability. Already her statement 

suggests that these moments generate fear followed by increased vigilance; and in many 

respects, that is precisely what I will trace in the first half of this chapter. My point is to 

elaborate such ‘cycles of deportability,’ which I argue produce and reinforce chronic 

deportability through successive repetitions. 

 The second part of the chapter examines the long-term effects of these repeated 

cycles in an effort to determine a prognosis for Polish ‘illegal’ migrants in Canada. For 

this I focus on the experiences of those who endured many years in Canada’s 

underground, and through their accounts I show how these cyclical processes not only 

wear down bodies but also deplete and drain hopes. At the same time, I show how 

participants’ social and employment relations preserved their desire to remain in Canada 

despite the uncertainty that characterized their lives. 

 

6.2 Cycles of Deportability 

  

 6.2.1 Fear. It was remarkable to me how on a daily basis, the participants in this 

study did not—at least not at first—appear to be very much perturbed by their ‘illegal’ 

conditions. In fact, as I elaborate in Appendix A, the interviews were crucial for helping 

me recognize how fear figured in the everyday talk of other participants; prior to 
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conducting them, I struggled with deciphering whether those in the observation phase felt 

very much fear at all. To learn directly from interviewees both about their most 

threatening experiences and about how fears plagued their everyday lives helped me 

begin to perceive how fear featured in my conversations with other participants. Further, 

as time passed, I also witnessed all participants in the observation phases undergo at least 

one severe threat to their status.  

I do not mean to draw a hard line between severe and less severe threats. Threats 

to status are alarming by definition and they occur regularly in all kinds of mundane 

circumstances—Agata felt unease while swiping her card at the gym. The distinction is 

nevertheless helpful to show how there are more and less upsetting ‘reminders’ of the 

vulnerability of one’s status—or alternatively, there are various degrees of acute 

deportability. Observing the more severe moments in turn offers a window into the ways 

that ‘illegal’ conditions generate fears, which generate and perpetuate chronic 

deportability. 

 To exemplify this process in a concise yet instructive fashion, I focus on two 

cases of acute deportability, one from Gawin’s experience, and the other from Kamil. I 

have chosen these cases because together they (a) expose the major operations at work in 

the social production and sustenance of chronic deportability; and (b) point to the 

dominant fears that pervaded participants’ experiences—namely, fears of deportation and 

fears of accident or illness. Notably, I distinguish between these fears for analytical 

purposes only and do not suggest that they are experienced in separation; on the contrary, 

the fear of accident or illness was frightening primarily because it implied that 

participants would potentially have to uproot to Poland. The distinction is made to show 

how encountering health problems surfaced as a major concern for participants, entwined 

as these were with their lack of status. 

Gawin’s case is instructive because it demonstrates not only how health 

complications are exacerbated with the lack of status, but also how acute threats to health 

generate fears that serve to remind migrants of their vulnerable status and as a result 

develop chronic deportability. As I describe Gawin’s experiences with health 

complications, I will show how he comes to embody his unequal status by rationalizing 

his fears and developing an alternative plan conducive to getting back to precarious work.  
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Similar operations will be seen in the case of Kamil, who experienced direct 

deportation threats from a co-worker. That is, here too the fears generated by status-

related threats will serve to remind Kamil about his vulnerabilities and motivate him to 

embody a renewed existential stance fit for getting by underground. Additionally, 

Kamil’s story is helpful for highlighting the social dynamics motivated in threatening 

situations, and particularly, the ways that acute threats do not singly determine migrants’ 

existences, but are resisted and negotiated. 

Together these accounts will outline how the production and perpetuation of 

‘illegal’ migrant existences is a complex social process involving cycles of chronic 

deportability interrupted by palpable moments of acute deportability. This will help 

explain how ‘illegal’ migrants are not overwhelmed by fears on a daily basis, and in this 

sense can go about their lives, building friendships, working their jobs, etc. However, all 

participants experience moments of acute deportability throughout their time 

underground, and it is especially during—or more accurately, following—these moments 

that they learn about and develop the kind of existence that is required of ‘illegalized’ 

persons.  

 

 6.2.2 Case Study I: Gawin and the Fear of Accident or Illness. As previously 

noted, Gawin first arrived to Canada on a year-long work permit, but a few months into 

his stay he began to experience chronic health problems; because he couldn’t afford to 

receive healthcare in Canada, he flew back to Poland, underwent surgery there and after 

spending six months in recovery, he returned to Canada during the last two weeks of his 

(still valid) work permit. When I met him he had overstayed this work permit and was 

working without authorization on a tourist visa.  

 To begin, Gawin was tall, physically fit, and 24 years old when I met him in 

January 2013, working at the time with Gerard and Mateusz as a roofer. One morning in 

March 2013, he was off to work with a co-worker when, as they stopped to grab coffees, 

he experienced sudden stomach pains and vomiting. Alarmed and in agony, he began 

debating what to do, including in these options the possibility of (again) returning to 

Poland to receive treatment. Given the high cost of hospital treatments, he asked his 

friend to take him to a walk-in clinic, only to be urged by the doctor there to take an 
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ambulance right away. Still, Gawin opted against a ‘$600 taxi to the hospital’ and 

managed to get his best friend’s wife to take him to Emergency. When he was finally 

examined by the doctors there, he learned that he had a unique health condition that 

needed to be treated immediately and would require him to remain in the hospital on 

intravenous therapy for a few weeks thereafter. The worst part, he later explained, was 

that he had for the first time since his arrival forgotten to renew his health insurance plan 

and it had expired literally the day before he ended up in the hospital.57 A few days later, 

once the morphine wore off, I visited him at the hospital. As I listened to him, lying in his 

hospital bed, pale and frail, hooked up to an IV that seemed to me as draining as it was 

nourishing, his vulnerability was tangible. 

 

He explains that during the first few days, when he was on morphine, it all didn’t 

make a difference to him; he was too weak and out of it. Now he ‘podchodzi do 

tego racjonalnie [he is approaching his situation rationally]’: He’s going to break it 

down into rates and pay for it with time, he estimates about six months. He 

imagines it all costing $30 000 to $40 000. He says all this with somewhat of a 

frustrated tone, but at the same time, he thinks it’s all to be done and he is capable 

of getting through this situation. Lying on his hospital bed, he says several times 

“takie moje życie… [such is my life…]” or “widocznie tak miało być [I guess this 

is how it was meant to be],” communicating how he has to accept the life he’s been 

given—including ‘genetic predispositions, Polish immigration, and failing to take 

care for his situation.’ … 

 He says that he did think of going back to Poland when all of this started, but the 

pain was too strong and he couldn’t imagine bearing a flight for 8 hours. … “Nie 

było szans wrocić…. [there was no way to go back at the time…]” … 

 Gawin says that he is upset with himself; “że nie dopilnował  [that he didn’t see to 

his payments],” that he should have known better. He is now determined to get the 

‘best insurance possible’ and has already overheard people in the hospital talk 

                                                
57 Gawin was on a travel insurance plan that covered accidental health complications and was valued at 
several thousand dollars. 
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about a good healthcare plan … I try to tell him not to blame himself … but ‘he 

knew his situation and should have made sure he was covered—end of story.’  

 Whatever the case, he has learned his lesson—that’s his approach. He’s going to 

get out of this, already has plans for taking care of his diet [which was 

recommended by the doctors]. He’s determined to go back to weighing his food 

[having done so in the past for weight training], to making sure he is eating 

properly. He’s going to get himself back to shape and he’s looking forward to this, 

he says. A new life ahead of him, as it were—one that will demand of him even 

more determination, more discipline, and sobriety like never before. (Gawin 

03/20/2014) 

 

 In the context of deportability, Gawin’s case is illuminating. First, the health 

alarm he experienced—at the coffee shop, in pain, vomiting—was fraught with anxieties 

exclusive to his lack of status. Should he get treatment?  What will be the cost? Is it 

worth it? Where and how could he get it? Is going to Poland an option? Could he avoid 

hospitalization? The long journey to the hospital—with stops in the walk-in; for further 

debates; and for calling friends for help—attests to the personal struggles that he had to 

undergo before surrendering to the need for urgent care.  

 Once treated and cared for, Gawin had the chance to rethink his life 

circumstances, but this only led him to chastise himself and conclude that a more 

stringent action plan was required. My protests did not help either; it was his fault, his 

problem, and he needed to accept his circumstances and find a rational solution. 

‘Approaching things rationally’ meant being more diligent, more vigilant, creating a 

payment plan, a meal plan, a work plan, a health insurance plan—and all this with more 

determination and ‘sobriety like never before.’ 

 What we see in Gawin’s case, I argue, is the way fears associated with ‘illegality’ 

come to organize psychic and corporeal existence into chronic deportability. The entire 

emergency experience operates as a tangible reminder of Gawin’s vulnerable status, 

which he must both accept and respond to according to what is required of those who live 

underground. ‘I guess this is how it was meant to be’ and the list of self-deprecatory 

statements that followed all expressed a gradual, self-directed embodiment of his 
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vulnerable situation—a self-inscribed acceptance. His renewed vigilance and 

commitment to persevere is in turn just what the doctor ordered (pun intended) for 

exploiting ‘irregular’ migrants. Chronic deportability is perpetuated as Gawin chooses to 

rationalize his fears, engage in practical action, focus on the now, and continue hoping 

for a better future despite having been acutely reminded of its inherent unpredictability. 

Not only Gawin but other participants encountered health issues that threatened to 

undermine their precarious positions, and the motto ‘be smart about your health’ 

reverberated in all kinds of discussions with my participants. As explained in the previous 

chapter, to be smart about your health meant being actively vigilant about health issues so 

as to avoid them, as well as kombinowanie should they arise—home remedies, drugs 

from Poland, etc. Throughout it all however, fears of accident or illness remained with 

participants—however downplayed, inhibited, or rationalized for the sake of moving 

onward and forward. Władomir’s comments bring this point home. 

 

‘Of course [concerns over healthcare] are always on your mind; it’s scary, as you 

can really get hurt.’ He lists the different contexts—from falling over on the way to 

the bus to working construction especially; in all of them you risk getting hurt and 

the potential consequences of not having healthcare. … But he says (repeatedly in 

the interview)  “you try not to let it get to you.” (Władomir 04/15/2013) 

 

 To return to Gawin, he did recover more quickly than the doctors anticipated, as 

he was able to leave the hospital in just over a week. He also organized the payment plan, 

the meal plan, the insurance plan, and he went back to work, attaining increasingly better 

paying jobs, in fact. However, he was rushed to the hospital twice more during the course 

of this study, each time for at least several days, and he continued to live in limbo in 

Canada’s underground. Amazed by his determination to stay despite these repeated 

episodes, I asked him once about how he foresaw his future. He said that he’s giving 

himself ‘one more chance’ in Canada, remaining ‘open’ to what could come. I told him 

that that was what he said last time. 
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 6.2.3 Case Study II: Kamil and the Fear of Deportation. Kamil had no status 

when I met him, had lived in Canada for over a decade, and at 56 years of age was 

working illegally as an independent contractor, laying tiles. His frightening story started 

when he decided to collaborate with another contractor to complete several tiling jobs. 

The other man’s behavior was questionable from the beginning, Kamil later explained, as 

the man was obnoxious and rude; moreover, Kamil was forewarned about getting into 

business with him, but he risked it nevertheless, having had some acquaintance with him 

already and more importantly, Kamil needed the work. 

 

While the men completed several jobs without too many complications, they began 

to disagree when it came to settling up. Based on their separate calculations, the 

man claimed that Kamil owed him over $2000, whereas Kamil claimed that the 

man owed him over $2000.  

 Kamil was furious. He couldn't believe how blatantly the guy was lying. As their 

dispute occurred via email, Kamil wrote to him that he is full of shit, but the guy 

wrote him back that he is not playing games and that he wants the money by next 

Wednesday or else he would contact immigration services. (Kamil 11/24/2013) 

 

When Kamil showed me these emails, I noted how they were full of angry words, 

such as ‘I will do what is necessary and I know how to fuck you over.’ When I asked him 

how he felt when he was threatened, he said that he ‘couldn’t believe this was possible, 

that such people exist.’ He called his brother (who lived nearby) right away, who in turn 

tried to comfort Kamil with a story about an ‘illegal’ worker who once managed to 

escape deportation by paying off the police officer $10 000. While Kamil said he 

understood that ‘every case is different and there is still a possibility that he would not 

finish well,’ he nevertheless decided to threaten the man back. 

 

[In his email, Kamil stated that] he has records of emails where the man admits to 

hiring illegal workers; that the man can pay thousands of dollars in fines for this; 

and that he owes taxes for some of the jobs. Kamil also writes that he is not scared 

of being deported because it's just a matter of paying for a “kaucja [bail]” of $10 
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000, and that if the guy threatens him still, Kamil will ruin his reputation at [a 

social club that both men attended]. (Kamil 11/24/2013) 

 

‘The man calmed down after this,’ Kamil explained to me later, and several days 

passed before Kamil was getting ready to meet with him in person to negotiate their 

dispute. I asked Kamil then if he thought that the man would do anything serious, to 

which he replied, ‘who knows, as he's not normal. I don’t get how people like that 

operate.’ Later that evening he called me to report what happened, sounding deeply 

disappointed. 

 

The man wouldn’t budge, still wants the money, and is still threatening Kamil with 

calling immigration. … Kamil decided that he will have to move from his place so 

that this man doesn’t know where he lives.  

 We spoke around 8:30pm and he had already found six apartments and set up 

appointments for viewing them on the following day. … He says it’s a shame that 

he has to leave his current place. … He feels stupid for having told the man where 

he lived and for engaging with him more generally. … He says he doesn’t even 

want to talk to his brother about this anymore. He’s just going to cut all social 

ties—not even tell his brother his address—and ‘that will have to be it.’  

 He’s addressing all this in a practical manner … but at the end of the day he is 

especially disappointed with himself, that he allowed this to happen …‘Well that’s 

how life is I guess, that’s how it is being an immigrant you see, you now have quite 

a story for your research.’ (Kamil 11/30/2013) 

 

 Kamil’s story shows obvious parallels with Gawin’s case, as both men incurred 

status-related threats that ultimately left them damaged, disappointed, and having to re-

start their lives in a more disciplined, ‘practical’ manner conducive to life underground. 

Like Gawin, Kamil blamed himself for his situation, regretting not listening to the advice 

of others, trusting the man too quickly, telling him where he lived, etc. Moreover, Kamil 

too had to establish a new plan for himself, which in his case meant uprooting, finding a 

new place, cutting all social ties, and ultimately choosing a more secluded, solitary life 
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where he could not be found. In all this, Kamil’s case corroborates how fears related to 

‘illegal’ status come to order migrants’ existences, motivating migrants to keep quiet and 

stay underground. 

 More than this however, Kamil’s situation highlights how fear is socially 

produced, negotiated and resisted in ‘illegal’ conditions. Notably, there are no state-

agents in this story, no lawsuits; and yet the threat of deportation is palpable and real. The 

case thus demonstrates how non-state agents—co-workers, in this case, but in other cases 

employers, shopkeepers, family members, etc.—employ the text of the law to generate 

fears and mobilize migrants to act accordingly. Kamil’s co-worker’s threats alert him to 

his vulnerable status as well as the potential of having his life plans thwarted should he 

not comply. Kamil, fearful and uncertain, must respond.  

 Yet, that Kamil does not comply is revealing. His reaction—calling on his 

brother, his own knowledge, and his wit—shows how Polish ‘illegal’ migrants are not 

passively pushed and pulled by circumstances but via kombinowanie they actively resist 

and transform them. While in this particular case Kamil was ultimately unsuccessful in 

his attempts, I have shown in previous chapters how kombinowanie was necessary for 

participants to navigate deportable conditions. Kamil’s email response—a jumble of 

fretful intimidations and speculative claims—in turn demonstrates just how messy, 

unpredictable, and irrational kombinowanie could be. Kamil desperately mobilized all his 

energies to respond, but at the same time he remained well aware that ‘every case is 

different and there is still a possibility that he would not finish well.’  

 Finally, regardless of the battles won, Kamil is left fearful and precarious 

nevertheless, his status always open to further questioning and his vigilance an existential 

necessity. Even after his apparent victory in the first round of negotiations, he was still 

left in limbo, astutely aware of the precarious ground he walked on. Indeed, I noted at 

that time: ‘He lives with the constant possibility of an event that could drastically 

transform his life, a palpable, potential ending to life as he knows it now.’ That he lost the 

second round of threats only served to exacerbate and reinscribe his precarity, this time 

through his own self-blaming and regretful remarks. Ultimately, these episodes left 

Kamil alone and uncertain about his future, forced to protect his possibilities in Canada 

by practicing more vigilance toward others, including his very own brother. 
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 Threats of deportation were not exclusive to Kamil. While not everyone had 

equally frightening stories to tell, ‘close calls’ were universal experiences that alarmed 

participants, brought their vulnerabilities into full purview, and thereafter served to 

mobilize them to do what is necessary to avoid comparable situations. These experiences 

were not only recalled as frightening but they endured in participants’ everyday lives, 

serving as constant reminders of their precariousness. Having first experienced an acute 

threat at the Ministry of Transportation, Monika deliberately had her boyfriend 

accompany her to renew her driver’s license. Ela described an ongoing fear that 

‘someone could come to her work from immigration.’ Marzena maintained that ‘people 

don’t go to public places because they are extremely fearful that someone will take 

advantage of them.’ 

 Accordingly, that participants could experience long durations without incurring 

frightening circumstances or ‘thinking about their status’ (Agata) did not mean that their 

fears of deportation escaped them. Rather, as Janek phrased so wonderfully, these fears 

lived on as unshakeable, ‘lingering chills’ that kept participants aware of the precarious 

grounds they walked on: 

 

He says that “myśli są cały czas [the thoughts are there all the time]” in the sense 

that ‘being illegal’ is always on his mind. “Nie są przerażające, [they are not 

terrifying/overwhelming]” so you can go about your day. “Ale wie czlowiek na 

czym stoi [but people are aware of the ground that they walk on]”... “W każdej 

chwili mogą cię deportować [at any moment they can deport you].” … To describe 

the feeling of being illegal, he says, “Jest taki dreszczyk niepewności [there’s a 

lingering chill of uncertainty] (emphases added).” (Janek 04/18/2013) 

 

Symptoms of chronic deportability include lingering chills of uncertainty. They are 

manageable, but persistent and unshakeable nevertheless. Their development, I have 

sought to show, results from acute, palpable threats to status, which keep precariousness 

alive in migrants’ everyday lives. More generally, migrants do not learn to practice 

‘illegality’ by gaining abstract knowledge of their lack of status, but by receiving 

repeated, palpable reminders from others about their deportability, which then leave 
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memorable imprints on their bodies. Cycles of deportability refer to these recurrent, 

circular movements from manageable to severe to manageable fear yet again, which is 

also to say, from chronic to acute to chronic deportability yet again. The daily task, then, 

is to suppress, forget, or downplay these fears, doing all that is necessary to avoid acute 

threats.  

Kamil actually taught me about this process during our first meeting, responding as 

he did to the informed consent written for this study: 

 

He says that in my informed consent I appear to ‘demonize’ Canada … [and] bring 

forward all the concerns that people normally do not wish to think about, that they 

‘push away from consciousness’ and that that they don’t want to consider as 

possible dangers. In this I actually scare people. (Kamil 03/27/2013) 

 

 Kamil’s statement is instructive—and not merely for writing informed consents. 

The detailed information about the risks associated with ‘illegality,’ about safe and 

unsafe spaces, the need for anonymity, pseudonyms, etc. was generating—unbeknownst 

to me—moments of acute deportability! Canada was on a daily basis a ‘safe place’—a 

‘paradise’ in fact, according to Kamil on that early day.58 But on another day, Kamil 

endured the frightening situation described above, which served to remind him not to get 

too comfortable in this paradise. And on an even later date, he was apprehended and 

deported.59 

 

6.3 Prognosis  

  

I asked Agata, ‘how long do you think you can go on without having status?’ ‘Not 

forever,’ she says. ‘She definitely does not want to wake up in her 30s and realize 

that she hasn’t moved forward, and remains in the same situation as before. (Agata 

03/17/2013) 

 

                                                
58 Kamil’s exact words were, “Kanada to jest raj [Canada is paradise].” 
59 Kamil experienced a minor health complication that nevertheless led him to the hospital; when his 
deportation order was revealed there, he was apprehended and taken to a deportation center straightaway. 
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 Cycles of deportability are not forever. At the time of writing, five of the sixteen 

participants were forced to return to Poland following accidents at work (Gerard, 

Mateusz, Viola),60 other health complications (Gawin), and deportation (Kamil); whereas 

two women received permanent residency through spousal sponsorship (Monika and 

Ela).61 To my knowledge, all others remain in Canada, but with few options for 

regularization, their chances for long-term residency are doubtful. Further, the trajectories 

of those who have left suggest that, sooner or later, circumstances will force most to 

return to Poland. Before they leave however, cycles of deportability take their toll, and 

nowhere are these effects more obvious than in the comments made by those who spent 

longer years underground. For this reason, I conclude my analyses by bringing attention 

to the socio-existential consequences resulting from long-term life without status. 

 Of all the participants in this study, Janek, Paweł, and Kamil lived precariously in 

Canada the longest, each over ten yeas;62 all other participants had been in Canada 

anywhere from one to five years when I saw them last. My data suggest that most 

important events with respect to status happen within the first three years after arrival, as 

in this time period most participants were either forced to return to Poland (Gerard, 

Mateusz, Viola, and Gawin) or were actively pursuing regularization (Monika, Ela, 

Sylwia, Gosia). After three years, those who stayed were either hoping for residency via 

marriage (Veronika, Agata, Paweł, Kamil) or alternatively, they recognized their stay as 

temporary and were staying as long as they could without being apprehended (Janek and 

Kayah). It is by focusing on the common themes found in the experiences of this latter 

group that I identify some of the long-term, adverse effects of the cycles of deportability.  

 

 6.3.1 Failure. 

 

 ‘Nobody gets better under these conditions; people only get worse as illegal 

migrants.’ Kayah gives examples of people who have fallen into alcoholism and 

jokes that she too may be doing the same. But she attributes this to the kind of 
                                                
60 Their story is discussed in Appendix E. 
61 I discuss their stories in Appendix D. 
62 Kamil had an open refugee claim during the first seven years of his stay, while the other two men did not 
apply to extend their visas (and hence they were living and working without status since their first visas 
expired). 
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lifestyle that you have to adapt to, dropping the kind of prestige you once had. She 

emphasizes that the situation leaves you with few options and requires of you to 

lower your self-worth. (Kayah 12/09/2013) 

 

 Kayah’s statement—like so many others—paints a dismal portrait of the long-

term effects of ‘illegality’ on migrants’ morality, and in this summarizes the major thesis 

of this section. It generally was the case that with more time, more threats, more stress, 

and less prospects, participants grew weak, fatigued, and felt increasingly helpless. With 

respect to drug abuse itself, the extent to which Kayah or others ‘fell into alcoholism’ was 

hard to tell, but some participants did turn to alcohol to cope with the stress of their 

context. Others however, such as Veronika, Agata, and Gawin, described running and 

exercise as their forms of ‘escaping’ their situations. Regardless of the routes chosen, the 

perpetual uncertainty and lingering chills were damaging for all. 

 Janek, Kamil, and Paweł appeared especially worn down given their years of 

physical labor and impoverished lifestyles. In fact, when I first met Paweł, I could have 

sworn that he was over sixty, and was shocked to hear that he was only forty-five years 

old. Marzena too, I should add, sat through the entire interview still, hunched over, with a 

saddened, worried expression; she had spent most of her years working as a cleaning lady 

in Spain. Of all the participants, Janek, who was the oldest and sixty-three, managed to 

avoid doctors for his entire stint in Canada; but with his lone bottom-level tooth and slow, 

soft-spoken responses he seemed frail nevertheless. As a whole, my records of these 

participants include various notes about their fatigued, overworked, even lifeless bodies.  

 Their living quarters only concretized their unfulfilled dreams, as they all lived in 

small, bleak, and often shared accommodations, with few things to show for their years 

of work. Paweł explained that before his arrival to Canada, his expectations were ‘based 

largely on the movies he saw … where everyone had access to money, drove big cars, 

had a house, etc.’ Thirteen years later, his living circumstances painted a stark contrast to 

what he imagined. I noted the following after meeting him at his home—which was 

actually a rented space in a house under renovation. 
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He apologized from the get-go about the conditions: he had no kitchen, just a room 

and a laundry room standing in as a kitchen. He had a dryer rack on the dryer, with 

clean dishes. He had a shelf with some spices, coffee, tea; a mini fridge and an 

electric dual stove top piece; a table and a few chairs. There was a sink to the side 

of the laundry room, where he washed his dishes right away, as he was eating some 

bread when I arrived. ‘The bread,’ he complains, ‘got old so quick that he thinks he 

should probably throw it out.’ He shows it to me, it’s moldy, and so I agree. He 

explains how part of the ‘kitchen’ is supposed to become a bathroom, whereas the 

other part will become a kitchen; but it’s all to be done, he’s living in this stand-in 

situation, in the middle of a renovation. We move into the living room, which is 

also his bedroom, where there is a couch, a futon, and a coffee table; on the wall 

side there is a shelf with a TV, a DVD player and a radio. The place is spotless, 

even the glass coffee table has no marks on it. (Paweł 04/12/2013) 

 

The consequences of Paweł’s long-term precariousness were reflected in the interim 

status of the place he called home. Indeed, the entire space spoke of his temporary, 

‘stand-in’ situation and the indeterminacy of where things will end up for him in the 

future. As he himself concluded, < his life “to nie wesoła sytuacja [is not a cheerful 

circumstance]. … He says that after one, two, three years he started realizing that the 

situation is different from what he originally imagined. He realized that “filmy to baja 

[movies are just fables].” > 

 Others echoed Paweł’s negative evaluations of his situation with complaints about 

how tired they were of their current lives, how much they couldn’t stand their jobs, how 

hard it was to not be able to plan their lives, etc. Further, interviewees as a whole 

admitted that they would have ‘done things differently’ had they known how difficult it 

would be to secure papers or find a mate; they would have arrived legally in the first 

place; or they would have migrated elsewhere in Europe instead.  

 There was no question that their situations were discouraging, that nobody wanted 

to go on like this forever, and that the pervasive precariousness about where they would 

end up was agonizing. Attempting to deal with it, they would tell themselves ‘one last 

chance’ (Gawin), ‘two more years’ (Veronika), “jeszcze troche, jeszcze troche [just a 
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little more, just a little more]” (Janek)—but meanwhile their energies grew depleted, as 

participants appeared apathetic and reported feeling helpless about their lives (Veronika).  

  

 6.3.2 Zasiedzenie. What was it, then, that kept participants in their deportable 

circumstances? Following his dismal portrayal of his life circumstances, I asked Paweł 

this directly. 

 

He explains that he comes from a small village in Poland, where there is nothing to 

do, no possibilities; you can’t make money, you can only spend money. He says 

that even if you come back with money, all you will do is spend it. … You could 

maybe start a company, sure, but he ‘doesn’t have the head for it.’ Here [in Canada] 

he could at least get out, see things, move around a bit. Further, he adds, “no coż, 

tak sie człowiek zasiedział też. Ale tak już zostałem i tak jestem [what could I say, 

you just zasiedzieć się too. But since I decided to stay, I might as well remain].” He 

says that he doesn’t have money to go back, and he’s not sure what he would do 

there anyway—there isn’t anything for him to do. … “Tak to wygląda, i tak to 

zrozumiałem [So it came to be, and so have I made sense of it]” is how he sums up 

his position (as if he were saying ‘this life is probably the best option for me’). 

“Może żle, może byłoby dobrze gdybym wrócił… do końca sam nie wiem [Maybe 

I’m wrong, maybe it would be a good thing if I returned… but I don’t know this 

myself]” is how he ends the conversation. (Paweł 04/12/2013) 

 

Paweł’s statement outlines the assortment of socioeconomic and personal reasons that 

motivated many participants to stay despite their dismal circumstances underground. First 

of all, life in Poland was not going to be better. As I explained in earlier chapters, 

participants painted stark images of what life looked like in Poland with respect to the 

socioeconomic opportunities there. Paweł’s particular circumstances—having come from 

a small village—were especially unpromising, as ‘there is nothing to do … only spend 

money.’ Returning to Poland was economically unsound. There would be no equivalent 

opportunities for supporting oneself and one would essentially go back to the meager life 

that one had originally escaped. ‘Here he could at least get out, see things, move around a 
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bit.’ However one looked at it, the przebitka in Canada afforded better possibilities for 

living, and so even if he had money with which he could return, Paweł explained that this 

would still make little sense.  

 Yet, that Paweł did not have money to return is not a negligible point. It would 

indeed cost money to return to Poland—even deportees are held responsible for their 

travel costs upon arrival to Poland. To leave on their own terms, then, required 

participants to save in advance, and this was a real deterrent. Kayah once explained that 

‘Polish migrants arrive to Canada expecting to make large sums of money but when they 

finally move out on their own (presumably, from their hosts’ apartments) and have to 

fend for themselves, it becomes a lot more difficult for them make the trip home.’ Kayah 

was especially troubled by this given how returning for her meant having enough money 

to afford tickets for her entire family. Accordingly, while she contemplated returning to 

Poland several times, she concluded that ‘it was not an option for her financially. 

Renewing her children’s passports alone would cost $150 per child, let alone the money 

for the tickets.’ 

 Finances were not the only reason for remaining however. ‘What could I say, you 

just zasiedzieć się too,’ explained Paweł. Not only Paweł but other participants justified 

their overstay with reference to the reflexive verb ‘zasiedzieć się,’ which, interestingly 

enough, translates literally into ‘overstay’ (za = beyond, over, too much; siedzieć = sit, 

stay), but with a reflexive addition ‘się’ (myself), zasiedzieć się is not a technical term but 

rather, something that one does with/to oneself over time. Polish-English dictionaries 

have proposed “to overstay visit” (Zasiedzieć się, n.d.-a) and “stay/sit too long” 

(Zasiedzieć się, n.d.-b) as translations of zasiedzieć się, both of which imply the 

meanings of overstay in English. But it is important that in Polish to zasiedzieć się also 

connotes a process of social inclusion, one wherein the person who overstays has stayed 

in the same place long enough to begin to feel comfortable there, or alternatively, to start 

feeling at home.  

 Importantly too, the process of zasiedzenie unfolds organically or even inevitably 

in the sense that it is not the result of a planned or deliberate effort, but the result of one’s 

having ‘happened to’ stay in the same place for longer than originally expected. Finally, I 

highlight that zasiedzenie (verb-noun) is not necessarily undesirable—either for the 
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overstayer or for the host—just as overstaying a visit is not equivalent to overstaying 

one’s welcome. In fact, in the language of Polish law, zasiedzenie is similar to the 

concept of “adverse possession” or “squatter rights,” which may establish claims on the 

basis of long periods of uninterrupted use (see Weisleder, 2013 for a Canadian example). 

Overstayers, in this sense, may feel that they have a right to residency given their 

uninterrupted stay. 

 By claiming that they zasiedzieć się, participants in this study communicated that 

they had grown acclimatized to the Canadian context despite originally not having 

planned to stay for the duration that they did and/or despite not intending to live under 

‘illegal’ circumstances. However, having done so, there was less reason to leave. Or as 

Paweł put it: “But since I decided to stay, I might as well remain”. What is implied here 

is that it would take much more effort to leave having already established himself in the 

Canadian context.  

 Consider how Veronika described what kept her in Canada, a statement that she 

made after we discussed some of the struggles characteristic to ‘illegal’ life. 

 

 ‘I often think, what am I still doing here?’ She answers, ‘maybe it’s partly 

zasiedzenie,’ as she says she feels good here, it’s become home to her. ‘Moreover, 

were she to go back to Poland, she would have to re-learn their world.’ There is a 

whole world … here that she has learned to work in and within which she has found 

a place for herself—she would have to give all of that up and start again to ‘think in 

Polish,’ she says. As she talks about these ‘worlds’ she doesn’t reduce them to 

language … she says something like ‘there is a different world here regardless of 

what language you use.’ … She says she has reached a point where this is her home 

now … [and] that in some sense you can find a place for yourself anywhere in the 

world. I ask her to elaborate. She says that “to znaczy nauczyć się tego świata aby 

móc nazwać go moim domem [it means learning to be in this world enough to be 

able to call it my home.” (Veronika 03/25/2013) 

 

 Veronika’s discussion highlights how zasiedzieć się implies belonging to a social 

context, learning its logic, and embodying its required modes of being. On a later 



 

 
 

138 

occasion she described to me how she learned to appreciate her time in Canada mostly 

when she began to develop a close-knit group of friends. In her various claims, then, 

Veronika speaks to the sociality of zasiedzenie and the way migrants grow roots in 

‘illegal’ contexts despite their precarious grounds. Without English and without status, 

Veronika nevertheless feels at ‘home’ in Canada, so much so that Poland now appears 

foreign. Veronika reiterates how leaving Canada would require more effort, more pains, 

and ultimately is less desirable than remaining in chronic deportability. In all these ways, 

the decision to stay in Canada was not merely about recognizing Poland’s less favorable 

economic circumstances. It would require re-learning a cultural world—having once 

again to ‘think in Polish.’  

 Importantly, zasiedzenie się was neither acculturation nor integration. As Agata’s 

introductory comments suggested, nobody wanted to zasiedzieć się in ‘illegal conditions,’ 

for this meant having not moved forward, having remained in the same place as one 

started, fatigued and depressed, living life without promise. Mateusz expressed related 

concerns: 

 

He spoke of how tired and bored he was of his current life, how much he’s had 

enough of the job he is at, how one “może się przezwyczaić [could get 

accustomed]” or “wciągnąć’ [be pulled in/ absorbed]” into the physical work and 

never get out. He, after all, had been doing computer schooling in Poland—he’s not 

made to do physical labor; he needs to watch out for the long-term consequences.’ 

He says ‘he knows a guy who’s been in it for 10 years, and seeing what he looks 

like, [Mateusz] doesn’t want to live like that.’ (Mateusz 07/31/2014) 

 

 Despite his focus on the consequences of physical labor, Mateusz nevertheless 

highlights a more general, downward spiral implied in zasiedzenie się within the ‘illegal’ 

context—the way such life can ‘pull in’ migrants over time and/or absorb them to the 

point that they forget what they came for, what they are capable of, and/or what they had 

once strived toward, ultimately leaving them fatigued and overworked. Thus, despite the 

acclimatization and belonging implied in zasiedzenie się, in the ‘illegal’ context it also 

implied living with deflated dreams and drained hopes. 
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 6.3.3 Hope Nevertheless. As Paweł concluded, “Maybe I’m wrong, maybe it 

would be better if I went back … but I don’t know this myself.” Regardless of how 

participants learned to re-frame and make sense of their stay, with chronic deportability 

they remained compelled to practice openness in the face of their uncertainty and hoped 

that when a resolution would come, it would be favorable. They did so in different ways 

however: Paweł, Veronika, Agata, and Kamil all hoped to meet someone they could 

marry; whereas Kayah and Janek, who were not looking to regularize, anticipated staying 

in Canada for as long as circumstances would allow.  

 Prognosis for Kayah and Janek, in my view, is relatively straightforward: sooner 

or later, their circumstances will force them to return to Poland. I have already discussed 

how Kayah was waiting on a ‘miracle’ and/or ‘life to choose for her,’ 63 whereas Janek 

provided his own illustrative forecast: 

 

“Dopóki rzeka płynie swoim korytkiem i jest spokojna [so long as the river flows 

down its banks calmly],” he will remain here; “ale gdyby powódż nadeszła [but 

should the water rise],” he will have to leave. (Janek 04/18/2013) 

 

 Put differently, ‘so long as’ his circumstances remained bearable and not too 

disturbing, he would continue to live in Canada without status; but should threats, fears, 

frustrations, fatigue, illness, despair, etc. grow too forceful to endure, then he planned to 

put an end to his stay in Canada, and he mentioned several times during the interview that 

he was looking forward to joining his family in Poland. 

 For those looking to marry, the forecast is less clear. Sylwia maintained that 

women had better chances than men at gaining spousal sponsorship since women ‘could 

be seductive’ and “głupim uśmiechem mogą więcej zyskać [they could gain more [than 

men] even with a measly smile].” That only women in this study were successful at 

regularization via marriage suggests that Sylwia has a point. But seduction with chronic 

deportability is no simple matter neither for men or women, and Sylwia was in fact the 

                                                
63 At other times, Kayah explained to me that she was hoping to stay long enough for her children to 
complete elementary school and return to Poland with a good grasp of the English language. As this would 
imply several years of not being apprehended however, Kayah herself suspected that these plans would not 
materialize. 



 

 
 

140 

most vocal on this issue. Although she had found a partner whom she was going to marry 

and gain status—and in this sense she had astutely followed the advice of others (see 

previous chapter, section 5.3.1)—Sylwia spoke emphatically about how appalled she was 

by the way marriage ‘is deprived of its original meaning’ in ‘illegal’ circumstances; it 

grows ‘depleted,’ ‘loses its sanctity,’ becomes ‘a business’—or worse, becomes ‘forced 

marriage’—‘perpetuated by the government itself despite its official claims’ against such 

practices.64 

 While Sylwia herself refused to comment on the details of her romantic 

relationship, her comments and frustrations reflect the struggles of other participants who 

were left to rely on marriage as their entry ticket to regularization. Their experiences are 

important not only for outlining a prognosis but for further conversation on the reach of 

the deportation regime into participants’ most intimate relations (I take this up in the next 

chapter). Desperate times call for desperate measures and within a deportation regime 

this includes matters of the heart. Marriage was by far the most common legal advice 

given to migrants by professional legal advisors. Friends and family were also 

encouraging. And should participants fail at finding a genuine relationship, they knew 

there were alternatives. Władomir described them to me succinctly: “You pay up front 

$5000, then $5000 when you get residency, then another $5000 when you can apply for 

citizenship. All together, about $15 000, plus you cover the photos and other costs.” 

Were participants likely to take advantage of paid marriages to secure their status? 

This is an important question given how all five single young women (Monika and Ela 

included) and three single men (Gawin, Kamil, and Paweł) overstayed their visas hoping 

to get married in Canada.65 I conclude not by pretending to know the answer so much as 

by some shedding light on the limitations placed on those forced to lure for status and 

conversely, the limitations those who lured placed on ‘illegalization.’ Notably, I was 

privy primarily to the relationship details of the women participants, but since both men 

                                                
64 So frequently did such comments appear during the interview that in the end she apologized and thanked 
me, ‘claiming that she sometimes she just wants to “się wykrzyczeć [vent or cry out]”. 
65 I exclude Mateusz and Władomir from this list because Władomir saw his stay in Canada as temporary 
and told me explicitly he was not looking to get married, whereas Mateusz was seeking residency primarily 
via Franek, who promised him a work permit. However, neither of the men said they were against the idea 
of marriage were they to meet someone they cared for, which is the major concern of this section. 
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and women experienced common struggles in their searches for suitable partners, these 

are my focus here (I address the vulnerabilities unique to women in Appendix D). 

My discussions with Agata, Monika, and Veronika taught me about the profound 

difficulties experienced by women ‘illegal’ migrants as they negotiated their intimate 

relationships, which began with concerns over how much to reveal about their status to 

their potential suitors, when to reveal it, and what this would imply for the future of their 

relations. Agata, for instance, had a boyfriend leave her after telling him that she had no 

papers; in Monika’s case, her boyfriend (with whom she eventually secured residency) 

said to her early on in the relationship that he ‘told himself he would never get with a girl 

without papers.’ The women explained to me how they struggled to avoid appearing as 

frauds; how they desired genuine relationships not influenced by knowledge of their lack 

of status; how it was never clear when to bring up their lack of status; and the act of 

disclosure itself was ‘scary, especially given my past experience,’ explained Agata.  

 Most crucially, by no means could these women allow their desperations for 

status interfere with their personal assessments of the relationships at hand. While 

Veronika stated expressly, ‘she can only imagine her eventual stay in one way: finding a 

man,’ she nevertheless wanted ‘the real deal’ (my terms) and was not ‘one to be with 

someone for the sake of [papers].’ Further, I noted the following about our conversation: 

< She says that people have urged her to ‘just get with someone for papers—but she can’t 

do it.’ She is repulsed by the idea. Her whole body recoils to communicate this. > 

 The single men in this study shared similar struggles, as they too wrestled with 

luring potential suitors in light of their vulnerable positions. ‘Falling in love and settling 

in Canada’ was what Gawin described as his ‘best case scenario.’ Kamil in turn was 

active on Internet dating sites, searching for women who shared his interests in ‘sailing, 

outdoor events, live music, and travel.’ I learned very little about Paweł’s intimate life, 

but he admitted to having previously struggled to find an amiable suitor with whom he 

could settle. Further, compared to the women in this study, men generally experienced 

more problems securing dates and correspondingly, they seemed to discuss paid 

marriages more seriously.  

 Taken together, deliberations over if, when, and with whom one should marry 

were possible for men and women in a sociolegal context that not only pressured them to 
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marry but also provided the means for faux transactions. And yet, none of the participants 

in this study took this opportunity during the course of this study. Kamil perhaps was the 

closest to starting such as transaction, but he told me this in passing right before he was 

deported.  This is not to say that paid marriages do not happen—they certainly do. In fact, 

according to Agata, ‘it’s really popular among Asians, Ukrainians, Russians.’ Polish 

people do it too—that’s not the point here. What I want to bring attention to is the 

personal and relational struggles that participants underwent as they hoped to find 

genuine partnerships and gain status along the way.  

 On the one hand, there were real uncertainties and dangers, conveyed through 

horror stories of persons who ‘ended up losing all the money and [were] unable to get a 

divorce because [their paid spouse] left the country,’ Agata explained. But as Agata also 

noted, ‘it could go very well too, and it’s usually done through mutual friends.’ There 

were real options, in other words—the kombinowanie could be done. Yet, as I observed 

the contemplations around the topics of love and marriage, faking love or turning it into a 

business was eschewed not because such deals could potentially backfire, but because 

they were morally reprehensible. If there was an ‘illegal’ line that shouldn’t be crossed, 

this was it.  

 As Veronika put it, “If it’s written [in the stars] somewhere that there is someone 

meant for me to be with, then great; but if not, then so be it.” Leaving it up to fate, then, 

the single participants in this study resisted undermining their hopes for genuine, intimate 

relations. This left them vulnerable and precarious, but ‘so be it.’ 
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Chapter 7: Discussion 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 This study started out as critical, cultural psychological inquiry into the 

experiences of migrants who live and work without status in Canada. The question was 

important given that the experiences of these persons have not been adequately theorized 

either in the general or critical migration literatures. The general migration literature 

tends to explain irregular migration as an ‘unexpected’ effect of contradictory global 

economic pressures and ‘ineffective’ immigration laws, and in this it fails to be critical of 

capital’s exploitative operations. The critical migration literature calls such accounts into 

question, studying migration not from the perspective of the state but from the 

perspective of ‘the free movement of the people’ (Peutz & De Genova, 2010). From here 

policies seeking to manage and segregate persons are not only very effective but also 

violent and unjust. ‘Unexpected clashes’ have distinguishable historical precedents and 

‘gaps in policies’ serve to perpetuate a growing global mobility regime that employs 

deportation as a disciplinary technique to manage bodies on an international scale, 

‘illegalizing’ some and differentially segregating all to control and exploit them.  

 Yet, while critical scholarship challenges the status quo in the interest of migrants, 

too much focus on the operations of the regime risks overdetermining migrant 

subjectivities and reducing them to subalterns without a voice (Spivak, 1988). Seeking to 

undermine the totalizing force of the law, De Genova (2002) introduced the state/illegal 

practices framework (Heyman & Smart, 1999) into critical migration theory to show how 

states and migration laws are not unilateral forces but rather, state agents struggle to 

control what is ultimately an intractable labor. Critical literature on migrant activism 

follows this view, and brings attention to the way migrant activist groups are organizing 

around the world, collectively resisting their unequal conditions and demanding 

regularization (Nyers, 2010). Yet, outside of these debates, the subjectivities of ‘illegal’ 

migrants remain undertheorized in critical scholarship (Willen, 2007b). Further, with the 

focus on collective resistance vis-à-vis the state, those who do not represent themselves 

collectively remain at risk of being silenced (Papadopoulos et al., 2008).  
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This project addressed these shortcomings by studying the experiences of persons 

who find themselves living in deportable conditions. I sought to complicate a blanket 

view of deportability as a homogenous sociopolitical condition and/or ‘effect’ of 

‘illegalization,’ and with this avoid reducing migrant subjectivity to exploitation, 

vulnerability and/or victimhood. If deportability was the goal of the deportation regime 

but migrants were ultimately intractable, how could intractability be understood under 

deportable conditions? What kinds of subjects are formed by deportability and how do 

such subjects resist the demands of the deportation regime?   

By studying the daily lives of sixteen ‘illegalized’ Polish migrants living in 

Toronto and Mississauga, Canada, I sought to better understand both how deportability 

organized migrant existence and how migrants created uniquely meaningful lives 

despite/because of their deportability. Both cultural psychology and critical ethnographic 

theory recognize subjectivity not as an ‘effect’ of broader regimes but as a dynamic, goal-

oriented process produced by situated agents who ‘make sense’ out of diverse 

sociocultural and political arrangements. Accordingly, my goal was to account for how 

‘illegalized’ migrants carved unique social worlds within their unequal social and 

economic contexts. From a cultural psychological perspective, I was especially interested 

in the personal tensions, conflicts, and contradictions that characterized participants’ 

subjective lives as they navigated particular social and material realities. From a critical 

migration view however, the idea was not to study ‘persons without status’ (as if all 

migrants navigating illegal conditions arrived with common features) but to examine the 

‘psychic life of deportability’ as it was produced in contradictory contexts and social 

relations.  

Finally, drawing on “postcritical” methodology (Madison, 2012), my goal was not 

merely to ‘explain’ the subjective dynamics of deportability but to generate a critical and 

reflexive account of ‘irregular’ migration meant to destabilize the status quo and 

contribute to social change. I have already mentioned how general migration scholarship 

reproduces the deportation regime by failing to criticize capitalist exploitation. Critical 

scholarship too risks reproducing the regime when it fails to recognize migrants’ powers 

for resistance. To avoid similar pitfalls, in the following pages, I remain reflexive in 
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reviewing my findings and consider explicitly how this research may inspire social 

change.  

The first part of this chapter summarizes the major results of this project in their 

trajectory format, and situates them within the broader literature. The major point is to 

review how deportability qua psychosocial existence develops via a history of common 

experiences in unequal sociopolitical conditions and summarily demonstrate how 

deportable conditions motivate the production of particular kinds of vulnerable and 

exploitable subjects. While other researchers argue that deportability produces laborers 

whose work can be exploited, my research contributes to this scholarship by mapping the 

contradictory demands of deportability within single, temporal existences. In this I reveal 

how seemingly opposing sociopolitical imperatives coalesce in lived time to produce 

fearful subjects suffering from chronic deportability. Further, my study shows how 

deportability operates by exploiting not only bodies and/or labor, but also dreams and 

hopes. Finally, by differentiating chronic deportability from acute moments of 

deportability, I unpack homogenous views of deportability and show how deportability 

functions via various gradations of fear generated in cyclical forms. 

There is more to this story however, and more to gain from research on ‘illegal’ 

migrant subjectivity more generally—and this is the topic of the second part of this 

discussion. Studies of migrant subjectivity, I argue, open new possibilities for 

conceptualizing migrant resistance. Although participants in this study did not self-

organize, and retrospective analyses speak to the successful operations of the deportation 

regime in Canada, during their daily lives, migrants regularly opposed the impositions of 

the regime on their own terms. I conclude this study by examining this kind of resistance 

more closely and argue that studies of migrant experience are essential for understanding 

the precursors of broader social movements and/or new forms of belonging that may run 

counter to capital after all (Hardt & Negri, 2009).  

 

7.2 Summary of Findings: When Deportability Wins 

 Analyses of both interview and participant observations revealed that experiences 

of deportability are marked by similar psychological tensions and personal concerns that 

are further premised upon common migration trajectories. A trajectory approach was 



 

 
 

146 

important to (a) gain a broader, historical account of deportability and (b) see how the 

psychic life that characterized deportable existence was temporally structured and gained 

its meaning in reference not only to the present sociopolitical context but according to 

migrants’ pasts and most importantly, their future aspirations.   

 

 7.2.1 Migrating from Poland to Canada. I took participants’ arrival stories as 

arbitrary starting points for their trajectories ‘toward deportability’ in order to highlight 

their common themes. Although all participants expressed discontent with the 

socioeconomic opportunities in Poland, not all migrants cited these as their most 

significant reasons for migration, and even when they were prioritized, they were 

compounded with other incentives, including calls from friends or relatives abroad.  

 Notably, these motives bear resemblance to those given by Polish emigrants who 

moved to Canada 30 years ago during the end of Poland’s communist rule, and insofar as 

they do, they corroborate the operations of broader historical and sociopolitical 

determinants that continue to motivate Polish migrations. 66 That said, migrants were not 

blindly pushed and pulled by socioeconomic disparities between Poland and Canada, nor 

did they rationally calculate the pros and cons of migration before departing. Instead, 

their decisions emerged from a general disenchantment with the opportunities for living 

in Poland, their unique personal life circumstances, and social enticements from others 

who made travel abroad both attractive and viable.  

 That migration is a complex social process should be abundantly clear, and other 

scholars have criticized theories that treat undocumented migration either as a product of 

contexts or the result of rational calculations (e.g., Ahmad, 2011; Richmond, 1994). In 

implicit agreement with these scholars, I wish to emphasize how decisions to move are 

                                                
66 The reasons for leaving Poland and immigrating to Canada in my study have not changed significantly 
since the migrations from Poland to Canada during the end of communist rule. Surveying the motives of 
those who left Poland in the 1980s, Krywult-Albańska (2011) notes how in addition to some political 
migrants, many at the time left both for economic or exploratory reasons without intentions to stay 
permanently. Further, in contrast to Polish emigrants who left between the interwar periods and earlier (cf. 
Thomas & Znaniecki, 1918-1920), economic migrants from the 1980s were not primarily poor peasants 
leaving as hired labor, but were often educated professionals who had the means to migrate and/or 
experience the Western world (Krywult-Albańska, 2011). My research shows how these motives were also 
important for migrants 30 years later; however, unlike the economic migrants of the 1980s, the Polish 
migrants in this study (a) were primarily high-school educated and (b) lacked the option of regularizing 
their status as refugees. Instead, arriving as tourists and/or with temporary work permits, Polish migrants 
have more limited options for regularization upon arrival.  



 

 
 

147 

made not only to escape pasts and/or present socioeconomic circumstances, but also to 

realize aspirations and dreams of better worlds abroad. The spontaneity with which some 

of these moves took place in this study highlights just how they drew energy from 

imagined circumstances and opportunities rather than realistic, cost-benefit analyses. 

Finally, against popular discourses, in no instance were these deliberate criminal acts 

meant to undermine or take advantage of Canada’s immigration system; these were 

reunions, exploratory moves, legal or semi-compliant working stints done in hopes of 

more favorable experiences elsewhere.  

 Firsthand experiences upon arrival in turn collided with migrants’ preconceptions, 

generating new outlooks and considerations. In many respects, Canada was a world to 

which migrants wanted to belong—some said they felt ‘at home’ upon arrival. More than 

this, it was a world of possibilities: one could afford to dream here, to work less and 

enjoy more, to experience more, etc. However, for migrants without status, direct access 

to Canadian opportunities required an indefinite stint in difficult, demeaning, and/or 

dangerous jobs in the Polish Canadian enclave. Decisions to stay beyond permits were 

thus made in contradictory circumstances. In this study, most migrants overstayed hoping 

to gain residency, while others saw their labor as a means to alternative ends found 

outside of Canada. In each case however, life with precarious status was meant to be a 

temporary stint—a ‘hiatus’ of sorts—and a delay in gratification for the promise of a 

better future.  

 

 7.2.2 Developing Deportable Subjectivities. In Chapter 5, I examined how 

deportability began to take its toll on migrants as they attempted to build their lives in the 

Canadian context. My aim in the current section is to bring these findings together to 

summarily illustrate the way deportable life developed over time. Notably, insofar as my 

research findings coincide with those found with other cultural groups and in other 

cultural contexts, I view my studies of Polish ‘illegal’ migrants in Canada as 

demonstrative and contributive to scholarship on deportability more generally. However, 

not only are the bounds of ‘illegality’ directly determined by national laws, ‘illegal’ 

migrants do not shed their cultural backgrounds upon arrival to destination countries, and 

their unique cultural and sociopolitical coordinates intersect with others to produce varied 
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deportable experiences. Accordingly, it is important to clarify from a global perspective 

how being Polish and in Canada constitutes in many respects a ‘privileged’ position 

among ‘illegal’ migrants.  

 First, with Polish citizenship, migrants can travel to Canada without a visa-permit 

(as tourists) and thus they are not forced to take dangerous clandestine routes for entry. 

Indeed, given Poland’s membership in the European Union, Polish migration stories are 

generally not dangerous affairs when compared to the life-threatening trajectories 

undertaken by African migrants to Europe (e.g., Rice-Oxley & Walker, 2015). Second, 

arriving to Canada—and especially Ontario—Polish migrants have access to well-

established ethnic communities within which they could not only readily continue Polish 

practices but also gain employment and social support. Further, as white Europeans for 

the most part, Polish migrants could avoid racialized policing practices that target visible 

minority groups in Canada (Crocker et al., 2007). Finally, despite increasingly restrictive 

immigration practices, deportation raids remain relatively rare in Canada, allowing for a 

social context within which ‘irregular’ migrants are “unwelcome but tolerated” (Bou-

Zeid, 2009). In contrast, Willen (2007) documents how a nation-wide campaign to deport 

‘illegal’ migrants in Israel in 2002 compelled some ‘illegal’ West African migrants to 

publicly disguise their bodies and mask their skin color so as to avoid being apprehended 

and deported. Taken together, by virtue of being white, Polish, and living within Canada, 

the persons in this study held comparably more ‘favorable’ positions than other migrants 

around the world.  

Notwithstanding these important differences, in this study I was less interested in 

how being Polish or from Poland determined ‘illegality’ and more concerned with how a 

culture of ‘illegality’ developed via migrant ‘illegalization’ in the Canadian context (De 

Genova, 2002). Accordingly, my research emphasizes the psychosocial processes that 

migrants develop to address shared economic and sociopolitical circumstances in Canada 

rather than the way migrants employ Polish practices per se. Hence the discussion below 

examines how the experiences of the participants in this study echo and extend 

knowledge about the experiences of ‘illegal’ migrants from around the world. 

Mixed Material and Social Conditions: Producing Kombinators. Consistent with 

research on precarious legal status in Canada (Goldring et al., 2009; Goldring & Landolt, 
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2013), Polish ‘irregular’ migrants had limited access to healthcare, education, social 

citizenship rights, and work opportunities; and fears of deportation also prevented 

migrants from seeking the few rights and services that were available to them (Bou-Zeid, 

2009; Mardsen, 2013). Further, although it is often the case that migrants arrive to 

established ethnic enclaves in destination countries (Castles & Miller, 2009), this 

research shows how fears and exclusionary policies further discourage ‘illegal’ migrants 

from integrating into mainstream society.  

Legally produced inequalities are in turn perpetuated within the ethnic enclave, 

translating into mixed opportunities for accessing work and social services that have to be 

negotiated creatively, prudently, with foresight about potential risks associated with 

deportation. In the case of Polish ‘illegal’ migrants, these efforts can be captured by the 

verb kombinować, which involves acquiring a mode of being suitable for surviving in 

underground contexts, and includes learning how to navigate institutionalized barriers, 

limited work opportunities, and unequal and threatening social relations.  

Though exclusive to Polish culture, the notion of kombinowanie proposes an 

alternative approach to thinking about ‘illegal’ migrant agency. In recent years, irregular 

migration scholars have called for studies on migrant decision-making in an effort to 

combine macro and micro understandings of irregular migration and articulate migrant 

agency in the face of broader sociopolitical determinants (Anderson & Ruhs, 2010; Bloch 

& Chimienti, 2011). The purpose is to conceptualize migrant strategizing as agentic 

responses to the challenges of ‘illegalized’ contexts, and to this end, scholars have 

documented the mixed motives and strategies used by migrants from various countries to 

secure work, gain advice, find accommodations, address health concerns and seek 

regularization (e.g., in Canada, see Goldring & Landolt’s, 2013 edited volume). The 

practice of kombinowanie extends this research not by adding further strategies to the list 

but by observing migrant decision-making as an embodied, sociocultural process. From a 

cultural psychological perspective kombinowanie is neither a universal capacity nor a 

matter of applying abstract knowledge to negotiate circumstances; rather, it involves 

apprehending the ins and outs of the underground context by “attuning” to its normative 

demands (Baerveldt & Verheggen, 1999), embodying the modes of being necessary to 

survive as an ‘illegal’ subject (Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013). 
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Monika explained, ‘everything is doable, but you have to know how to do it and 

nobody will ever tell you how exactly.’ Put differently, there are ways of overcoming the 

diverse challenges that come with precarious status, but there are no written rules or clear 

guidelines to be studied and followed. Instead, there are merely stories told, knowledges 

shared, inferences made, and kombinowanie as the name of the game to be played when 

challenges arise. Migrants are thus required to transform their pre-arrival modes of being 

and embody new “styles” (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/1962) for living that are conducive to 

surviving in Canada’s underground. It is in this way that the material and social contexts 

of deportability call on migrants to become, amongst other things, kombinators who 

know how to evade laws and rely on illegal practices; and in response migrants generate 

normative modes of being that perpetuate deportable conditions.  

Taken together, my research has shown how not only creative problem-solving 

skills, but mistrustful social relations, resilient work ethics, fearful anticipations, 

pervasive precariousness, and eventually, chronic deportability characterize the ‘illegal’ 

culture produced via deportability, and the task of the ‘illegal’ migrant is to uniquely 

embody these practices in order to successfully navigate Canada’s underground.  

Kombinators “from a Lower Shelf.” Importantly, Polish ‘illegal’ migrants are 

turned into an underclass not only within Canadian society but also within the Polish 

Canadian enclave. This is consistent with other research both with undocumented Poles 

in other national communities (Lazaridis & Romaniszyn, 1998) as well as the stratifying 

logic of other ethnic communities in Canada (Satzewich & Wong, 2003). Further, others 

have noted the double-bind faced by ‘illegal’ migrants who must depend on social 

connections for their survival but at the same time cannot fully trust these (Sigona, 2012). 

As Polish ‘illegal’ migrants found themselves having to both rely on Polish Canadians for 

their livelihood as well as endure their disparaging, exploitative and/or manipulative 

treatments, they grew resentful and mistrustful of others.  

Taken together, social inequalities compounded by fears of deportation motivate 

‘irregular’ migrants to become secretive, vigilant, and distrustful. As such, these migrants 

are discouraged from befriending Canadians and forming social relations more generally. 

For some persons in this study, fears of encountering unknown others effectively kept 

them docile, quiet, and excluded from society. Further, even intimate relations suffered 
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from mistrust and uncertainty, as participants had to be wary of how much they revealed 

of themselves when seeking romantic partners. If deportability allows for social relations, 

it is with others in similar situations, since such others are unlikely to threaten migrants’ 

status and may provide knowledge that is useful for getting by underground.  

 Pervasive Precariousness. Precarious status translates directly into an inability to 

plan for the future, to make long-term decisions for oneself and for one’s family, and/or 

to establish firm roots in Canada. ‘Irregular’ migrants are compelled to focus on the 

present, on what is practically relevant, and for the most part, this means work. Other 

scholars have identified an ‘enforced orientation to the present’ (De Genova, 2002) as a 

standard deportation regime tactic that prevents, discourages and/or delays migrants from 

establishing themselves (both materially and socially) in their destination countries 

(Coutin, 2003). However, by viewing pervasive precariousness from a cultural 

psychological perspective, I have shown how the uncertainty produced by precarious 

status is experienced not merely as an inability to plan, but as a having to plan for two, 

possibly three, different worlds. That is, as ‘illegal’ migrants occupy liminal spaces 

between destination and home countries, they are forced into ongoing ‘what if’ 

contentions and comparisons between destination and home countries, which effectively 

restrict them from fully investing their energies into any single future project. More 

importantly, focusing on the now directly implies having to downplay and/or delay the 

broader aspirations and dreams that originally had served to motivate migrants to invest 

themselves into temporary stints underground. Accordingly, over time personal 

aspirations and dreams appear to be increasingly out of reach, and ‘irregular’ migrants are 

left hopeless and habituated to their exploitative working conditions. 

 Cycles of Deportability. Social scholars agree that fears of deportation are the 

quintessential tactic of deportation regimes and are meant to make migrants docile, 

vulnerable and exploitable (cf. Peutz & De Genova, 2010). Fears of accident or illness 

are less commonly differentiated in the literature, but scholars have noted how they too 

permeate the lives of ‘illegal’ migrants both in Canada (Committee for Accessible AIDS 

Treatment, 2001; Magalhaes et al., 2010) and elsewhere (Apostolidis, 2005; Chimienti & 

Achermann, 2007). My study contributes to this literature by unpacking homogenous 
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views of deportability and specifying key psychosocial dynamics formative of ‘illegal’ 

migrant subjectivities.  

 That fears of deportation are not overwhelming on a regular basis is not simply 

the result of the ‘low probability of deportation’ but of the deliberate self-interventions on 

the part of migrants who learn to downplay, rationalize, and ignore their fears in order to 

achieve their migratory aims. Such psychological remedies become necessary for 

contradictory reasons. On the one hand, despite/because of their unequal circumstances, 

‘illegal’ migrants can (and do) build homes, improve their jobs, make friends, and raise 

their families in the underground, all of which keeps them invested in their Canadian life 

projects. On the other hand, having to live and work in deportable conditions becomes 

increasingly difficult to accept over time, especially when opportunities for regularization 

also grow grim. Further, while ‘irregular’ migrants could go for weeks without 

experiencing threats of deportation and/or accident or illness, all encounter moments of 

acute deportability that bring to the fore their deportable status, summoning migrants into 

action—or kombinowanie—and thereafter leaving imprints on their bodies in the form of 

unshakable, residual fears. I have described these dynamics as cycles of deportability to 

preserve the differentiation between chronic and acute deportability as well as emphasize 

the repetitive character of the social dynamics that constitute deportable subjectivities.  

  

 7.2.3 Conclusion: Subjects of Deportability. This research offers a dynamic 

psychological account of deportability that has thus far been missing in the social 

scientific literature. As mentioned, migration scholars are turning away from structural 

explanations of undocumented migration to study how migrants negotiate tensions 

between their particular projects and the constraints and opportunities offered by 

deportable contexts. Indeed, such projects are important to debunk normative discourses 

that reduce ‘illegal’ migrants either to criminals or victims, and to understand in what 

ways these migrants articulate opposition to their unequal contexts (Anderson & Ruhs, 

2010). Yet, just as migrants’ mixed identities and narratives populate the literature, it 

remains unclear how these are embedded in and gain meaning from a broader temporal 

and teleological existence (Willen, 2007b). 
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 Consider, for instance, the following research findings about the experiences of 

Mexican migrants in the United States. Gomberg-Muñoz (2010) deliberately emphasizes 

how undocumented Mexican migrants in Chicago develop “hard worker” identities that 

sustain their dignity and self-esteem; but at the same time, she notes that migrants resent 

their willingness to work hard and see this as a special feature of the undocumented 

situations. Apostolidis (2010) in turn shows how Mexican migrants in the U.S. tend to 

explain their undocumentedness as “a condition of utter helplessness and subjection to 

whims of fate” (p. 66); yet, they “also expressed, more subtly but still detectably, the 

desire to control their own destinies in the process of migrating north and living everyday 

life without legal documents” (p. 67; my emphases).  

 These are important findings that undermine flat, one-dimensional accounts of 

‘illegal’ migrants and expose the common contradictions that characterize deportable life 

more generally. Yet, when their dynamics are not situated in lived experience, it remains 

unclear how they ought to be related—i.e., which ‘side’ should receive emphasis, why 

are these dynamics produced—and accordingly, researchers tend to resort to their 

theoretical aims to choose their points of emphasis—e.g., to counter top-down 

explanations (Gomberg-Muñoz, 2010) or alternatively, to show how deportability 

effectively generates docile and cheap laborers (Basok et al., 2014). Of course scholastic 

biases structure all accounts of irregular migration (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). 

However, my point is that by examining how these contradictions play out as dialogical 

tensions in lived time, we can explain more confidently how they relate to one another 

from the migrant’s perspective, and by extension, we can observe how these dynamics 

are embedded in and gain meaning from a broader temporal and teleological existence.  

 To trace psychological tensions and dialogical contradictions is of course the aim 

of cultural psychological inquiry. Drawing on this research perspective has in turn 

allowed me not only to map the psychic dynamics of chronic deportability but also to 

show how these develop over time, with others, and in relation to migrants’ aspirations 

for better lives. Writing from a related perspective, Ricœur (1990/1992) would say that 

migrants, like all persons, aim toward “the good life with and for others in just 

institutions” (p. 172). My point is that the entire dynamic of downplaying, rationalizing, 

negating, etc. that characterizes chronic deportability only makes sense in relation to 
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migrants’ desires for better lives for themselves and their families. Migrants do not, in 

other words, discipline themselves for the sake of work or capital; they do it to achieve 

their unique dreams of “the good life.” Indeed, these dreams energize migrants from the 

very beginning of their trajectories, and motivate their stay despite the challenges 

associated with precarious status. 

 In my view, migrants’ aspirations should not be overlooked but deliberately 

theorized given how deportability takes its toll precisely by exploiting them, drawing 

upon their energies to produce cheap laborers, and over time acclimatizing migrants to 

living without promise—in zasiedzenie they grow accustomed to life underground. In 

short, deportability wins when migrants are left with deflated aspirations, accustomed to 

precariousness, solitude, and demeaning, difficult work. This, at least, is the downward 

spiral they are compelled to take should they become ‘good illegal migrants’ (Wicker, 

2010); should they instead make demands and/or incur illness, they will be sent home. In 

the meantime, acute threats generated by others serve as palpable reminders of what is 

necessary to survive life underground, leaving lasting but manageable fears that enforce 

vigilance and obedience. This constitutes the dynamic, I argue, behind the commonly 

cited finding that fears caused by deportability exacerbate precarious conditions—a 

dynamic that effectively transforms migrants’ psychosocial existence and discourages 

them from making connections with mainstream society—whether for friendship, to 

access social services, or to claim their rights. And yet, as the final section will 

emphasize, ‘irregular’ migrant subjectivities are not unilaterally determined by the 

demands of deportability. 

 

7.3 Toward Social Change  

  

 7.3.1 Tracing Resistance. Insofar as Polish ‘illegal’ migrants are seen to become 

fearful kombinators who suffer from chronic deportability, this research speaks to the 

success of systematic impositions of power perpetuated by a broader deportation regime 

(Peutz & De Genova, 2010). Self-reflective tactics, vigilance, attempts to evade 

authorities, etc. all constitute the normative demands of ‘illegal’ life, which, once 

adopted, perpetuate deportable conditions. Put differently, to the extent that chronic 
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deportability qua ‘psychic life under deportable conditions’ functions in tandem with the 

exploitative aims of the deportation regime, my project serves to show how deportation 

succeeds at disciplining subjects to enact particular modes of subordination (Lemke, 

2002).  

 Yet, to reduce participants’ experiences to the effects of power would undermine 

their agentic capabilities and their contributions to the production of ‘illegality.’ As my 

research has shown, while broader sociopolitical determinants outline the conditions of 

possibility for ‘irregular’ migrants’ existence, they do not determine migrants’ lives one-

sidedly; rather, migrants negotiate their realities with others and variably invest 

themselves in the norms of ‘illegality.’ Therein lies the significance of studying ‘illegal’ 

migrant subjectivity: to trace not only how migrants’ modes of being reproduce 

disciplinary powers but in what ways they challenge, reconfigure, and resist deportable 

conditions.  

 In recent years, critical psychologists have argued against research approaches 

that tend to reduce subjectivity to the mere repetition of power and toward studies that 

recognize “subjectivity as a viable source of resistance,” (Blackman, Cromby, Hook, 

Papadopoulos, & Walkerdine, 2008, p. 9). Renown philosopher Judith Butler (1997, 

2004) takes a similar position and invites researchers to carefully examine subjection in 

the double sense of subordination to power and becoming a subject. In her readings of 

Foucault, Butler elaborates how power acts upon bodies and transforms them into 

subjects but these two movements are not one and the same. Power operates not as a 

unilateral force but a productive strategy that activates material and social environments 

to which bodies variably respond. Bodies are ‘occasions wherein power is redirected,’ 

where ‘something unpredictable happens to power’—and bodies resist (Butler, 2004).  

 Taken together, because we do not mechanically repeat power, Butler (1997) 

argues that to trace “the psychic life of power” is not to observe its mechanical repetition, 

but “the peculiar turning of a subject against itself” (Butler, 1997, p. 19), wherein 

subjects necessarily exceed the conditions to which they are bound. Following Butler, I 

argue that just as ‘illegal’ migrants are bound to a global deportation regime that 

generates their possibilities for living, migrants do not mechanically repeat its demands 

but reconfigure them and resist its impositions.  
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 Already by mapping chronic deportability onto the plane of subjective life, I have 

shown how deportability is not the blind deployment of subjective tactics, but the self’s 

dialogue designed to achieve ethical aims in unequal conditions. The success of the 

deportation regime depends on deflating migrants’ hopes, destabilizing them, and/or 

downplaying them so that subjects can get back to work. Yet, even participants who 

endured these conditions the longest never gave up on their dreams entirely—rather, with 

humor they hoped for miracles and with patience they anticipated better futures; and in 

the meantime, they schemed for solutions and alternatives for bettering their lives. 

Moreover, just as deportability sought to isolate migrants and enforce only instrumental 

relations, migrants developed genuine friendships and established homes despite living in 

precarious conditions.  

 For a disciplinary regime that employs tactics to thwart these very practices, they 

constitute effective modes of resistance in their own right. Indeed, critical scholars are 

deliberately bringing attention to such moves, theorizing how they may counter the 

impositions of embodied capitalism and fuel social transformations (Hardt & Negri, 

2009; Papadopoulos et al., 2008). The argument is that such turns of power are crucial for 

theorizing “forces that escape the neo-liberal matrix of power not simply by negating or 

opposing it but by putting new alternative forms of sociability into motion” (Blackman et 

al., 2008, p. 16). Evidence of such forces can be found in the experiences of migrants in 

this study, and insofar as my research seeks knowledge directed at social change, it is 

necessary to trace explicitly how these migrants variably refused the impositions of 

deportable life.  

 Consider Veronika’s statement, which earlier served to illustrate the elaborate 

self-disciplinary efforts required of subjects in chronic deportability. 

 

She says she tries to convince herself that this ‘is only temporary,’ that “widocznie 

tak musi być [this is how it was meant to be],” that “jestem tutaj i już. Co będzie to 

będzie [I’m simply here, and that’s it. Whatever will be, will be].” In the meantime, 

she says she lives “z dnia na dzień [from day to day],” trying to have friends, have 

experiences. “Czekam na to co będzie [I’m waiting for whatever is meant to 

happen].” She adds that she used to cry every night for 1.5 years, trying to convince 
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herself that things would be okay and gain the strength to be happy at work. She 

said it took a lot to convince herself to this situation. This being the case, she will 

give her all to make it work now. (Veronika 03/25/2013) 

 

 From the perspective of the regime, deportability takes its toll here as it does with 

other ‘illegal’ migrants who learn to downplay their dreams and live one day at a time as 

per the requirements of deportable life. Yet for Veronika these are genuine refusals to 

succumb to a social context that she recognizes as seeking to exclude her. Countering 

these demands, she chooses to continue, forging new relations, ‘having experiences,’ 

enriching her life with others in ways that undermine the imperatives of deportation. In 

this Veronika insists that she is not ‘labor for capital’ but a historical subject who 

understands her condition precisely by embodying it on her own terms, through months 

of her own convincing. Having done so, she is not turned into a completely passive 

subject but precisely in her acceptance of her condition she expresses her decision to keep 

going, ‘to give her all’ to her pursuits.  

 My point here is not to suddenly undermine the effects of deportability that form 

the major findings of this thesis. Chronic deportability is operative here and despite 

Veronika’s personal refusals and alternative forms of belonging, over time deportability 

will take its toll and undermine her resilience. But before then, Veronika expresses the 

limits of the regime and what it takes for migrants to refuse its capture—namely, re-

articulating their dreams and forming genuine social relations. As Agata explained, ‘you 

come because you have a particular dream and expectations. You need to have patience 

and cannot forget why you came, constantly reminding yourself of this.’ Veronika 

articulates the extent to which such practices can be physically and emotionally 

incapacitating, but at the same time, her efforts provide new grounds for 

“counterhegemonic subjects” (Apostolidis, 2010). That is, her personal sacrifice and life 

story attests to the possibilities for life outside of the regime. 

 At other times, participants expressed their opposition to the regime more 

directly, by acknowledging the crucial role they played in perpetuating state politics. 

Paweł explained that ‘the government knows very well that there are masses of people 

“na czarno [without status].” But if they were to deport them, “kto by na budowie 
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pracował? [who would work in construction?]” Janek noted how < the Canadian 

government is not ‘out to get people like him,’ … [it] gains from keeping people like 

him. After all, he pays into the economy and works for a lot less money. > The frequency 

of such comments during this study confirms that migrants know very well that they are 

being exploited for capital, but rather than have this discourage them, they draw on this 

knowledge to justify and defend their stay. Gawin made such a case one evening during 

our meeting at a restaurant. We were in the midst of a long discussion about his miserable 

family situation at home in Poland: his parents were unhappily married, his father was an 

alcoholic and had cancer, the family was in a lot of debt, and there were few job 

opportunities given the unfavorable Polish socioeconomic context.  
 

[Having explained all this], Gawin calls himself a “wolny czlowiek [free person]” 

now in Canada, because he has escaped his situation in Poland. … Here [in 

Canada] he can actually envision a future, he feels he has prospects. “Jestem na 

innym toru  [I’m on a different track]” … He says confidently that he can actually 

aim for the things that he finds important here. I mention that I think it’s interesting 

that he calls himself ‘free’ here when in fact he is sought after in some sense. But 

he responds with “A czego mam się bać?! [Why should I be scared?!]” He says he 

‘works hard, doesn’t hurt or bother anyone, pays his taxes [as a subcontractor], uses 

[public transit], does jobs that in fact Canadians don’t want to do. What reasons 

does he have to fear anyone?’ He recognizes that people can throw him out at some 

point, but “co będzie to będzie [whatever will be will be],” there is nothing to get 

bogged down about. There are ‘thousands’ of immigrants [like him]. … He doesn’t 

feel alone in this situation. They are all in similar circumstances and if people 

wanted them to leave, they would do something about it. (Gawin 02/20/2013) 

  

 For Gawin, freedom in deportable conditions is a genuine possibility; his 

migration, an escape from the constraints of his past; ‘illegal’ life, a new track lined with 

greater opportunities for achieving his aims. A clear case for the ruse of deportability, one 

might say. And yet, Gawin’s freedom is not naïve, nor are his reasons for downplaying 

his fears. He knows very well what his purposes are in Canada and is astutely aware of 
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his use to the state. Indeed, this is the knowledge that empowers him to defend his stay, 

downplay his fears, and continue pursuing his aims. Gawin thus positions himself not as a 

deportation dope but as a master of deportation who employs his understanding of the 

regime for his own personal gain. Of course Gawin still stands on precarious grounds—

something he admits himself and then downplays with an appeal to destiny, drawing on 

the popular claim, ‘whatever will be will be.’ But at the same time, that ‘there are 

thousands’ of others with whom he shares in the same ‘mode of subjectification’ provides 

further encouragement for remaining despite threats and constraints imposed by the 

regime (Stephenson & Papadopoulos, 2006). 

 Gawin’s comments are noticeably more forceful than Veronika’s, his opposition 

more rational than emotional, and with his aspirations more clearly defined, he appears 

better prepared to respond to the impositions and threats that characterize deportable life. 

These differences in turn demonstrate how migrants variably invest themselves in the 

norms of ‘illegality,’ which may be traced to their unique histories, social milieus, and 

aims. However, both actors refuse to succumb to the dominant imperative of the 

regime—to become fearful laborers—and choose to stay in Canada on their own terms. 

Indeed, Gawin states almost explicitly that he refuses to become a fearful, ‘good illegal 

migrant’ (Wicker, 2010) and instead operates as a skillful negotiator with the state. 

Finally, like Veronika, Gawin also finds recourse in social relations, as the ‘thousands’ of 

others who share his situation buttress his reasons for staying.  

 

 7.3.2 Sociability and Politics. Taken together, by deliberately choosing to stay in 

Canada, migrants do not remain as cheap laborers for capital but as social agents who 

articulate dreams and contribute to Canada’s social and economic reality. Without status, 

Paweł explained to me, “człowiek żyje tak jakby go nie było, a jest [one lives as if they 

weren’t here, but they are here].” Despite their “legal nonexistence” (Coutin, 2003), non-

status migrants are not only physically present but socially active, and in this they form 

genuine relations, share their realities with others, and leave traces even after they are 

forced to disappear. It is in this sense that their personal moments of opposition—

however faint or forceful—ought to be recognized and theorized as potential precursors 

to social change. In choosing to stay they transform social realities in ways that run 
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counter to the psychosocial demands of deportation, generating alternative forms of 

belonging. And it is precisely because the latter are ‘imperceptible’ that they hold the 

potential for not being re-captured by capital. As Papadopoulos et al. (2008) maintain:  

 

Politics (as opposed to policing) arises when those who remain unrepresented and 

whose capacities remain imperceptible emerge within the normalising organisation 

of the social realm. Imperceptible politics does not refer to something which is 

invisible, but to social forces which are outside of existing regulation and outside 

policing. (p. xv)  

 

 Notably, these authors equate representational politics with ‘policing’ because 

such efforts, however transformative, do not effectively challenge the neoliberal regime 

but are re-captured by it. These arguments have been extended to migrant movements 

directed at regularizing migrants’ status; for despite achieving improved conditions and 

recognition, regularization is necessarily dictated by the state, which means that 

migrants’ presence continues to be policed. In contrast,  

 

Sociability produces value that cannot be completely commodified and 

appropriated by embodied capitalism. Much of this sociability generated in 

precarious conditions is inappropriate to the current regime of labor regulation and 

cannot be represented within it. Inappropriate/d sociability, as we call it … is the 

excess generated by workers’ experience of precarity [and] … the means through 

which precarious workers do imperceptible politics. (Papadopoulos et al., 2008, p. 

xix) 

 

  Hardt and Negri (2009) make parallel arguments when they claim that labor is 

exceeding the bounds set by capital because more than ever before, capital today relies on 

affective, intellectual, and social capacities that are “spilling over to life” and turning 

labor increasingly autonomous and capable of escape. “Exodus from capital” also relies 

on alternative forms of resistance that deploy new social capacities to generate 

cooperation and alternative forms of belonging—what the authors frame as “the 
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common.” The point is that, just as migrants are ‘illegalized,’ they respond to their 

circumstances by formulating new social spaces and realities that exceed the demands of 

the regime; and by virtue of their inability to be captured by capital, these excesses 

generate social transformations that may serve to undermine it.  

 Exodus from capital is of course a major project that is not explicitly on the minds 

of migrants who instead seek to address their immediate needs. But again this is precisely 

the point; migrants can change worlds without deliberately intending to do so, and 

demonstrate alternatives whilst wanting the same thing as everyone else. Consequently, 

in forming a Polish Canadian ‘illegal’ culture of sorts, participants in this study did not 

merely reproduce the conditions of deportability but reconfigured them and made them 

available for others to see. At least in the Polish Canadian enclave in Toronto and 

Mississauga, ‘illegal’ migrants are neither unfathomable nor unknown; they are familiar 

players in the social economy who arrived seeking to improve their lives. And while their 

unequal conditions provide grounds for exploitation, so do their relations, stories, and 

shared aspirations change attitudes and leave traces that affect how Canadians understand 

and participate in ‘illegalization.’ 

  

7.4 Conclusion 

 This study contributes a critical, cultural psychological understanding of ‘illegal’ 

migration which deliberately challenges theories that treat migrants either as effects of 

broader forces or criminals seeking to break the law. Just as a broader deportation regime 

disciplines migrants to become vulnerable and exploitable, migrants also resist its 

imperatives, form alternative relations, and remain in Canada on their own terms. In 

parallel fashion, the growing presence of ‘illegal’ migrants is generating contradictory 

social effects in Canada, as Canadian citizens are growing both increasingly sympathetic 

and antagonistic to these migrants’ plights.  

 In recent years, diverse migrant rights coalitions, NGOs, community groups, and 

professional networks have begun to advocate for ‘illegal’ migrants and fight for their 

regularization. No One is Illegal in Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, and other cities; 

Solidarity City Network; the STATUS Coalition; Fuerza Puwersa Migrant Solidarity; the 

End Immigration Detention Network; and Justice for Migrant Workers comprise only 
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some of the groups that have fought to end detentions and deportations (Keung, 2013), as 

well as the unequal treatment and racial profiling of migrants, immigrants, and refugees 

(see nooneisillegal.com for a recent history). Further, these groups have brought public 

attention to migrants’ unequal conditions and transformed the ways Canadians speak 

about their lives. As Nyers (2011) notes, “the change in Canadian public discourse over 

the past decade from common references to ‘illegal immigrants’ to a more regular use of 

the term ‘non-status’” should not be underestimated, for it reveals broader shifts in moral 

evaluations of ‘illegality’ (p. 135). Finally, while demands for regularizations at the 

federal level have been limited, migrant rights groups have made significant strides in 

municipal-level politics.  

In February 2013, Toronto was declared the first Sanctuary City in Canada, a 

battle won by over forty community organizations that had participated in the campaign 

since March 2004. ‘Sanctuary cities’ are strategies inspired by similar movements in the 

US, and they are premised upon two principles: first, the “Access without Fear” principle 

aims to allow all non-status people access to city services without having to fear being 

detained or deported to their country of origin; second, the “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” 

(DADT) approach, which predates the former, implements policies where no person 

should have to show proof of citizenship status in order to access a service (Lakoff, 

2013). With its new policy, Toronto City Council committed to offer city services to all 

its residents regardless of status, and to advocate for changes to immigration policy at 

higher levels of government. In February, 2014, Hamilton also declared itself a Sanctuary 

City for non-status migrants (Nursall, 2014); and city representatives in Vancouver are 

now consulting with migrant justice groups and community organizers to formalize 

sanctuary status (Ball, 2014). 

Sanctuary movements challenge the state by reclaiming immigration policy-

making, calling into question dominant notions of citizenship, and empowering migrants 

to recognize and act upon their common struggles. In September 2013, the End of 

Immigration Detention Network emerged when one hundred and ninety immigration 

detainees in the Central East Correctional Centre in Lindsay, Ontario self-organized a 

hunger strike to protest their prison conditions and the detention process more generally. 

Thereafter migrant justice groups, including No One is Illegal took on their cause (No 
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One is Illegal-Toronto, 2015). Even earlier, in 2002, refugee applicants from Algeria 

living in Montreal, Quebec, self-organized as the Comité d’Action des Sans-Statut 

Algeriens (CASS) and with allies from No One is Illegal mounted a successful political 

campaign that succeeded to regularize the status of many Algerian community members 

(Lowry & Nyers, 2003). 

In such ways ‘irregular’ migrants in Canada are transforming social realities both 

imperceptibly and perceptibly, and insofar as they choose to remain in Canada despite 

their deportable conditions, neither their personal refusals nor articulated dreams ought to 

be excluded from “politics” (Papadopoulos et al., 2008). Rather, these refusals and 

dreams need to be further explored, articulated, and “made critical” (Apostolidis, 2010) 

as recognizable resources for resistance and social change.67  

All of this is especially important because migrants’ growing visibility also 

generates detrimental effects. That is, growing attention to ‘illegal’ migrants and 

“abuses” of the Canadian immigration system have also buttressed increasingly 

restrictive measures that implicitly perpetuate the number of persons in deportable 

conditions and continue to generate an underclass in Canadian society (see L. A. Ali, 

2014 for a review). Rhetoric to “stop immigration fraud” and “reduce backlogs” 

continues to justify major transformations to Canadian immigration law that prioritize 

short-term economic gains at the expense of long-term nation building. Within the brief 

period of this study, the Harper government has increased immigration language 

proficiency requirements, changed demands to recruit younger migrants, and added extra 

points for adaptability to the Canadian labor market. Further, a new online Express Entry 

System now pools immigration applications and allots state agents and employers the 

ability to select migrants on a priority basis dictated by labor market shortages. Diverse 

temporary programs at both federal and provincial levels in turn continue to act as the 

                                                
67Based on his studies of slum dwellers in India, Arjun Appadurai (2004) has called on researchers to 
investigate the “capacity to aspire” as a distinct cultural resource variably distributed among social groups 
but necessary for overcoming poverty. I would like to extend this imperative to the case of ‘illegal’ 
migrants, having demonstrated how the capacity to aspire can be thwarted and exploited based on 
citizenship status. 
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legal alternative for less qualified migrants, and public attention to their rising numbers 

has justified further restrictions to these programs.68  (L. A. Ali, 2014) 

 Spousal sponsorship has also grown more difficult with the introduction of a 

“five-year sponsorship ban” and a “two-year official relationship regulation.”69 Further, a 

new Super Visas have turned family sponsorship into a temporary affair available only to 

those who can meet minimal income requirements (L. A. Ali, 2014). Since December 

2012, Bill C-31, Protecting Canada's Immigration System Act (2012) cut refugee health 

provisions, imposed greater limitations on who can apply for refugee status, and ascribed 

Ministers greater powers to designate refugee claimants based on their country of origin. 

Finally, even Canadian citizens, as of June 2014, may have their citizenship revoked 

under new conditions set forth in Bill C-24, the Strengthening Canadian Citizenship Act 

(2014). 

In sum, migrant ‘illegalization’ is a complex psychosocial and political process that 

is transforming the daily realities of migrants and Canadians in contradictory ways. 

Migrants in deportable conditions are compelled to take on adverse modes of being 

suitable for surviving their unequal contexts, and in this they perpetuate the aims of a 

global deportation regime. At the same time, migrants’ personal refusals and new social 

relations set limits to deportability and generate alternative social spaces that defy its 

impositions and affect how Canadians understand the growing politicization of migration.  

What exactly will become of ‘illegal’ migrants’ forces of resistance is hard to tell 

given both their imperceptible operations and the mixed social responses that they 

generate. Indeed, this research shows how neither power nor resistance carries 

determinate effects; rather, both operate in diffuse and unpredictable ways.70 

Accordingly, just as the presence of ‘illegal’ migrants in Canada sets the stage for 
                                                
68 In July, 2013, the Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) was amended to (a) introduce an 
application processing fee of $275 per position requested on the Labor Market Opinion (LMO); (b) more 
restricted language assessment methods (c) increased minimum job advertising time periods; and (d) new 
requirements for employers to explain how their foreign employees will impact the Canadian labor market. 
Only a year later, in June 2014, additional measures were implemented that brought the application fee to 
$1000 and replaced the LMO with a “more rigorous” Labor Market Impact Assessment (LMIA; Ali, 2014). 
69 The “five-year sponsorship ban” prohibits permanent residents who come to Canada through spousal 
sponsorship from sponsoring another spouse for five years after having received permanent residency. The 
“two-year official relationship regulation” grants conditional permanent residency to spouses or common-
law partners who have no children together and who have been in a relationship for two years or less. (L. 
A. Ali, 2014) 
70 I am grateful to Hank Stam for helping me clarify this point. 
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alternative politics, so does it justify more surveillance tactics and legal restrictions that 

both increase the number of ‘irregular’ migrants and make their conditions more 

vulnerable. Critical research can facilitate social change however, not only by drawing 

attention to the damaging effects of a growing deportation regime but more importantly, 

by identifying the limits of its reach. In my view, further research on migrant 

subjectivities is necessary to make critical the resources for resistance that they already 

contain. 
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Appendix A  

Reflexive Notes on Identifying Fear in Participants’ Everyday Lives 

I find it necessary to elaborate how I began to see the presence of fear in participants’ 

daily lives, since during my first months of participatory observations, it was far from 

obvious how participants even were fearful about status-related issues. Within the first 

weeks of this research process, both Kayah and Gawin explained to me that they did not 

worry about their ‘illegal’ status on a daily basis, and that it was only when relevant 

problems arose (e.g., having to go to the doctor) that this would come to mind. As I took 

their insights for granted, I found it difficult to see how they or others experienced fears 

of deportation (or other status-related concerns) during the course of their everyday lives. 

I observed participants go to work, shop all over the city, take public transit, take their 

kids to school, go to restaurants, to music shows, pool halls, etc. None of this seemed 

unique to ‘illegal’ migrants, nor did it merit a ‘fearful’ description. 

  My early evaluations of Kayah’s behaviors demonstrate how I was perplexed by 

these questions during the first phase of this research: 

 

I don’t know where [Kayah’s] unique situation begins, where Polish culture comes 

in, or where illegality becomes an issue. Indeed, it seems as if illegality really isn’t 

that much of an issue for her on a daily basis—and I think she is very accurate to 

have said that it is only an issue during crisis moments, when you suddenly have a 

problem where you need to access a social service—i.e., healthcare. Sure she 

implies [that she thinks about] being illegal in her jokes (for instance, saying to her 

kids while they were skating ‘don’t fall and break your teeth because you won’t get 

new ones for a while!’), but there seem to be no routine obstacles in her (or others’) 

daily lives that arise from having no status. If anything, what is amazing here is just 

how little ‘daily fear’ they experience in comparison to what is said in some of the 

literature. Now that I know [the other participants] also, it really seems relatively 

‘easy’ to get by without having papers [in Canada] (here I think of Gawin who told 

me confidently that the police cannot ask you for your immigration status). (Kayah 

03/13/2013) 
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At the time of writing these remarks, it seemed to me that the Canadian context 

allowed for ‘illegal’ migrants to live and work without much fear of deportation or status-

related concerns. Only later did I see how significant it was that Kayah regularly 

humored her precarious situation, just as she did in her joke about her being unable to 

provide her children with dental care should they require such services.  

It was only with more time, more observations, and most importantly, my 

conversations with the interviewees, that I learned about the persistent fears, insecurities, 

and uncertainties that plagued my participants’ daily experiences, as well as the extensive 

psychological work that they put into regularly addressing these. For while the 

interviewees also maintained that they were not overwhelmed by status-related concerns 

on a daily basis (and only grew concerned when relevant problems arose), these 

participants also reflected on the daily efforts required of them to talk down their fears 

and ignore their concerns when they came to mind. As a whole the interviewees 

discussed common patterns of downplaying, ignoring, and rationalizing their fears; and 

once I became aware of these common practices, it became possible to see how they also 

featured in the everyday lives of my other participants. 

Conducting the interviews thus helped me perceive how acts of indifference, 

confidence, and humor were often underlined by concerns and vulnerabilities; and 

conversely, how moments of utter despair—for instance, when participants were 

suddenly compelled to respond to serious status-related threats—were at times the most 

courageous of all (see Kamil’s case in Chapter 6). Moreover, with more time I witnessed 

all participants in the participant observation phases undergo at least one serious threat to 

their status, and these experiences gave me the most direct lessons on how participants 

both resolved the practical challenges of deportability via kombinowanie, and how the 

fears and insecurities generated in these moments helped motivate common self-

understandings and modes of being relevant to persons who lived with precarious status. 
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Appendix B 

Interview Guide 

Introduce myself, explain confidentiality, ask for pseudonyms. 

 
• DEMOGRAPHICS 

o When did you arrive? 
o With what documentation? 
o Is your visa expired/when will it expire? 
o Were there alternative routes for entry that you considered? 
o Age 
o Educational background 
o Marital status 
o Family/children  

 
• STORY 

o Can you tell me about yourself a bit? (e.g., What brought you to Canada? 
How did you decide to come here? What were your expectations and how 
were they met?) 

 
• EMPLOYMENT 

o History:  
• Can you describe to me what kinds of jobs you held in Canada? How 

did you attain them? What were they like? What made you 
stay/leave them?  

o Present:  
• What is your current job like? How often do you work 

(hours/week)? 
• Describe the responsibilities, the co-workers, the prospects, the 

employer. 
o Reflections on employment:  

• I am wondering about how the lack of status affects your work 
situation.  

• Do your co-workers know about your status situation? 
• Have you experienced problems because of your lack of status?  
• How does work here compare with working in Poland? 
• Have you worked with people from different cultures?  

 
• FRIENDS 

o I am wondering about your friendships in Canada.  
• Do you have many friends here?  
• Are they from work or family or both? 
• Are they Canadians, Poles, or of other nationalities?  
• Are they in similar (status) situations? 
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• Do you feel connected with them? 
• How often do you spend time with them? 

 
• DAILY LIFE/NEEDS: An overall picture 

o I’d like to get a sense of what a ‘normal day’ looks like for you. Can you 
describe this a bit more? 

o What do you do when you have a day off? 
o Do you keep to yourself when you are in public situations or do you feel 

comfortable with Canadians?  
o Do you venture outside of the Polish community? 
o What are some of your favorite places in Canada? 

 
• ACCULTURATION 

o I would like to get a broader understanding of how you have experienced 
(and continue to experience) adjusting to the context in Canada.  

o How did you experience Canadian culture upon arrival? What were 
Canadians like and how did they treat you? 

o What were some of the biggest challenges that you first experienced and 
how did you overcome them? (e.g., language barrier, first job, meeting 
friends) 

o Were there many people to help you with this adjustment or did you have to 
rely on yourself mostly? 

 
• IRREGULAR IDENTITY/STATUS  

o Now I would like to ask you more specifically about your experience of 
living without status. 

o How would you explain what it’s like to be without status to someone who 
has never lived without it before? 

o Can you describe an experience that was especially challenging because you 
lacked status? 

o How have you dealt with accessing social services and healthcare? 
o How do you think your situation has been different from other women (or 

men) who lack status? 
o Would you say that there is a community out there for people who lack 

status? If so, who are the people in this community? 
o Prior to this interview, have you ever considered yourself as an ‘irregular’ 

migrant? 
o Do you seek residency?  
o What makes you want to stay here (or go back home)? 

 
• LIFE EVALUATION / REFLECTIONS 

o I would like to ask you some more reflective questions to gain some 
understanding of how you feel and think about your life given your situation 
here in Canada. 

o I wonder how your situation today compares to how you had imagined it 
when you first got onto that flight to come here? 
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o If you had a time machine, would you get on that flight again? If so, what 
would you do the same or differently? 

o Do you think you have grown from this experience? 
o What did you lose by coming here? 
o What kinds of options do you envision for yourself now? 
o How do you plan to achieve your aims? 
o Finally, as someone who knows about irregular migration firsthand, what 

are some of the ways you would recommend helping others in this 
situation? What would you tell policymakers involved in immigration 
reform?  

• FINAL IMPRESSIONS 
o I really appreciate your participation in this interview.  
o Is there anything else that you would like to add to what we were talking 

about? 
o Have you any questions for me? 
o As I am going to interview others, I wonder if there is anything else that you 

think is worth asking with respect to irregular migration? 
o How did you experience the interview process? Was our engagement as you 

expected? What would you recommend to make this conversation more 
comfortable for other participants? 

o Again, thank you for sharing with me your experiences and reflections. 
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Appendix C 

Gerard, Mateusz and the Need for Kombinowanie to secure Housing  

Gerard, Mateusz, and Gawin were all working for Franek as roofers when one day he 

proposed to them that he could rent them his soon-to-be built condo in Mississauga. 

Franek was known to be manipulative and mistrusting however, and thus when the issue 

came up on another day in conversation, Gawin strongly dissuaded the other men from 

such a commitment, arguing that Franek ‘is too self-interested and [Gawin] doesn’t trust 

getting into any deeper relations with him.’ That the boss was self-interested and yet he 

offered a new opportunity made for an ambiguous and indeterminate situation, turning 

‘moving out’ into a risky affair. Gawin saw important drawbacks and refused the 

opportunity, whereas Gerard and Mateusz ultimately made use of it, agreeing to rent the 

place and justifying their decision as a ‘necessary evil’ (my terms) given their more 

strained home situations (with their hosts in Canada), as well as Gerard’s plan to bring his 

wife and daughter from Poland. Notably, neither Gerard nor Mateusz were blind to their 

growing dependency on their boss. Nevertheless, given their unique situations and goals, 

they had to find a solution—they had to kombinować for a way to reach their aims. Thus 

an indeterminate context offered a precarious opportunity, and the men shared their risk 

hoping for a positive resolution. 
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Appendix D 

Women without Status 

Notably, all of the women in this study depended on men to remain in Canada, whether 

because they were direct dependents living with their partners as designated 

housekeepers and caregivers, or because they were involved—or hoped to be involved—

in relationships with Canadian men who could grant them status via marriage. Kayah, 

Viola, Gosia, and Marzena all lived with their husbands (or for Gosia, boyfriend) and 

depended on them for financial support. Since I address Agata’s, Sylwia’s, and 

Veronika’s major struggles in Chapter 6, section 6.3.3, the point of this section is to 

record some of the vulnerabilities experienced by the other women in this study. Their 

situations varied widely however, pointing to varied ways status and dependency affected 

women’s lives.  

 

Financial Dependents  

 Viola was the only person in this study who did not work and thus relied 

exclusively on Gerard’s support. At times Viola would voice her interest in procuring a 

job but Gerard regularly discouraged her from it, even ‘prohibited it,’ she and he would 

say facetiously. Since her arrival she was made responsible for housekeeping and 

caregiving, including keeping their daughter up to date with the school curriculum in 

Poland—just in case they had to return. Viola also suffered from chronic migraines and 

other physical ailments, which contributed to Gerard’s preference that she remain at 

home and not risk her health in physically demanding jobs. While Viola often yielded to 

this argument, she also spoke about her loneliness at home and expressed concerns about 

not having her own financial savings. Further, that her livelihood was fully dependent on 

Gerard’s precarious work underground was obvious when she had to return to Poland 

after Gerard had a work accident. 

 Marzena’s story is a more saddening illustration of how precarious legal status 

exacerbates the vulnerabilities of women who are financial dependents. As a 53-year-old 

woman with adult children in Poland and Spain, her original plan was merely to visit her 

husband in Canada and return home. While in Canada, her husband persuaded her to 

overstay her tourist visa and with this she accepted a role as his housewife and caregiver. 
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Throughout the interview however, she stated time and again how lonely and petrified 

she regularly felt in Canada, ostracized by her lack of English, her lack friends, lack of 

car (while living in a residential area), spending her days hiding in basement 

accommodations where her primary tasks were to make sure that her husband had meals 

for work and the place was clean. She would leave the house primarily to buy groceries 

from some familiar Polish stores—but otherwise she was terrified of encountering 

someone whom she could potentially not understand and who could identify her status. 

She desired to return home, she explained; but for this she was materially dependent on 

her husband. It was ‘up to him to buy the ticket.’  

Kayah’s home was consistently fraught with conflicts and family disputes over 

finances, household responsibilities, caring for the children, and employment matters—

all of which were exacerbated—if not directly caused—by family members from Kayah’s 

husband’s side. These members often interfered with the couple’s ongoing disputes, and 

on several occasions when there was sufficient unanimity against Kayah, they would 

threaten to call the authorities and have her deported.  

 The extent to which these were ‘serious’ threats could not be known, but this is 

irrelevant to the effects that they had as moments of acute deportability (see Chapter 5, 

section 5.4.2). It was obvious that Kayah was seriously concerned by these threats and 

that she felt helpless in these moments. In Canada and underground, her life had grown 

intertwined and dependent on these relatives and thus the possibility of escaping this 

situation was practically inconceivable. Not only did she depend on her husband 

financially, but the other family members also supported her life on a daily basis (e.g., 

taking care of her children when she needed it, lending her their car, helping her with 

errands, etc.). As there was no easy way out of this context, Kayah would respond with 

reciprocal threats (e.g., ‘you will never see your grandkids again!’) and debated escaping 

her family life; but time and again she chose to come home, where her relatives kept her 

aware of her vulnerability, or as she put it, they ‘kept her in her place.’ Over time she 

grew wary of telling these family members too much, resentfully accepted their help, and 

led a separate, secretive life ‘on the side’—having an affair, in fact, and one that 

motivated even more serious deportation threats when it was discovered. While Kayah 
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confessed to me after all this that she had made some poor decisions, there was no doubt 

that their implications were exacerbated by her precarious status. 

 Finally, I spoke very little with Gosia about her relationship and thus cannot 

comment too much on this here. However, Gosia was pregnant with her boyfriend’s baby 

when I met her, seeking a mid-wife who could provide her with specialized care given 

her diabetes. While she was able to find a Polish doctor and pay for these services 

privately, the money for these payments came from her boyfriend; further, she was 

dependent on him for securing a permit in Canada so that they could both stay. While she 

said very few words about her boyfriend, she did make a point to emphasize that ‘it was 

important that she was with him as a pair, as were it not for him, she would have to return 

to Poland.’ 

 

Status Dependents 

 While Monika and Ela eventually managed to secure residency through marriage, 

their stories reveal how frustrations and pressures associated with having to marry 

troubled women before and after they secured papers. Monika’s concerns over finding a 

man pervaded her entire trajectory, as evinced in the way she structured and formulated 

her narrative when we first discussed her story in Canada. Specifically, Monika began to 

tell her story with the following: 

 

[A few weeks into her arrival,] she didn’t realize there would be issues with 

obtaining her papers, even though her uncle never promised anything for certain. … 

She didn’t want to go back … it didn’t make sense for her. ... She said she felt so 

desperate, asking her uncle ‘what should she do?!’ He said that she should get 

married. But she didn’t want to do that just for residency, she didn’t want to cheat 

someone. So her uncle encouraged her to use an Internet website. (Monika 

03/14/2013) 

 

 Monika began to actively seek men whom she met on the Internet, eventually 

dating two, but she failed to establish ‘worthwhile connections.’ She moved in with one 

of these men, who was 32 and 8 years older, < ‘which was promising because, she 
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explains, she expected him to be more serious about getting his life together (i.e., 

marriage) > but eventually she caught him cheating. Disheartened and discouraged by her 

situation, she gave up on the project and it was ultimately after she had decided to ‘leave 

it up to fate’ that she met her current boyfriend through friends. Having found a 

meaningful relationship, the two of them applied for common law status—and near the 

end of this study, Monika finally achieved residency. Despite the ‘happy ending’ to 

Monika’s story, her trials and tribulations revealed many of the common struggles 

experienced by women participants in their searches for suitable partners.  

 Ela, who was 21 when I met her, had a civil marriage two years before then, and 

for reasons she did not disclose, she was still in the midst of settling her paperwork at the 

time of my interview with her. While she was selective in her details, she explained to me 

that ‘the whole [marriage] process happened very quickly’: 

Her uncle had originally introduced her to the young man. She was scared about the 

whole situation, as they didn’t know each other for that long…but she did it early 

for the papers. They had a civil wedding, but they kept the celebration small. …  

Ela’s mother flew in for it from Poland, but ultimately Ela dreams of a real 

wedding one day. While she is still with her husband, she is still fearful of her 

precarious status—[arguably the most visibly so out of all the participants I have 

spoken with in this study]. (Ela 03/20/2013) 
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Appendix E 

Legal Services 

I did not interview participants about their experiences with legal service agents in the 

Polish enclave, and thus my knowledge of how these services were experienced come 

primarily from discussions and observations in the participant observation phases. 

Further, while some participants sought legal advice from advisors in the enclave, not 

everyone pursued further applications. Some saw their stay as temporary, while others 

were hoping to get married. The purpose of this section is to summarize the comments 

made about legal service agents in the Polish Canadian enclave, as well as give an 

account of Gerard, Viola, and Mateusz ’s shared experience with procuring a work 

permit, wherein they relied both on a legal service worker and the promises of Franek, 

Gerard and Mateusz’s boss.71 

 Generally speaking, it was well known to participants that legal advisors charged 

exorbitant rates and were not to be readily trusted. Kayah was discouraged from paying 

an advisor when she heard that a consultation alone cost $300 (although Monika paid 

$100 for hers), and Kayah, Kamil, and Monika confirmed that completing an application 

for a tourist visa extension (the most basic option) cost anywhere from $600 to $900 with 

an advisor. While I am ultimately not clear on how many thousands of dollars Gerard and 

Viola paid their legal consultant in total (as they extended tourist visas and paid for 

Gerard’s work permit), Mateusz paid upfront $2500 to ‘begin the process’ of securing his 

work permit and in total it was supposed to cost him $4000 with the same advisor. What 

is more, throughout the course of this study application fees for work permits grew from 

no cost to $1000 (L. A. Ali, 2014) and this had direct effects for these participants’ 

situations. On the one hand, their legal advisor increased the price of her services after 

providing lower preliminary estimates, and on the other, Franek delayed on submitting 

the paperwork and paying his side of the bargain. In a word, the prices were high, but so 

were the stakes. 

 Despite being wary of legal advisors, Gerard, Mateusz, and Viola justified their 

reliance on a particular advisor given her allegedly professional appearance. As Mateusz 

                                                
71 Notably, Gosia was in a parallel situation in that she was relying on her boyfriend to secure a work 
payment through his boss; however, I did not learn much beyond this in the interview. 
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put it, < ‘even though this woman is taking a bunch of money for this, she is pretty 

convincing in her ability to attain work permits.’ … Even though he knows this isn’t 

guaranteed, he says he is hopeful and is putting his money on it [regardless of others’ 

dissuasions]. > The advisor encouraged the group to extend their tourist visas (at a cost), 

after which she took money for the work permits and promised that she would (and 

eventually said that she did) procure the necessary paperwork from Franek. 

 As they began to work with the advisor however, these participants experienced 

an array of ambiguities with respect to the status of their paperwork, for the advisor was 

inconsistent in her claims and delayed with their paperwork. Speaking on behalf of the 

three members, Viola had to continuously inquire about what had been submitted, what 

was still necessary to submit, what exactly were their options for regularization—and 

rarely did she receive a clear response. Indeed, the participants’ paperwork was by far 

their biggest stressor throughout my time knowing them. If there were any routine 

conversations about ‘illegal’ life, this advisor was their leading character. Uncertainties 

about their paperwork translated directly into ongoing concerns over where the three 

members would end up, whether they were doing the right thing investing in her services, 

whether they ought to have trusted Franek with submitting the paperwork, etc. At the 

same time, the group was dependent on Franek, had already invested in the woman’s 

services, and had ultimately no means for verifying the accuracy of either the advisor’s or 

Franek’s claims.  

 After a yearlong saga, Viola and Gerard grew forceful in their demands for 

answers, but by this point it was too late to repair the crookedness to which they were 

subjected. Gerard and Mateusz with him incurred an accident at work, which compelled 

them to consider returning Poland to cover the health costs. Desperately wanting to stay 

however, they appealed to the advisor one last time, demanding the truth about the status 

of their papers. Only at this point did she admit to having never received the paperwork 

from Franek and by extension, to having never filed their claims. Disheartened, Gerard, 

Viola, their daughter, and Mateusz returned to Poland not too long after the work 

accident. 

 This situation illustrates not only how migrants’ lack of status translated into the 

experience of pervading precariousness, but also how this precariousness—and 
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‘illegality’ itself—was perpetuated by the acts of various agents who hold stakes in 

migrants’ ‘illegal’ conditions. Both the advisor and Franek took advantage of these 

participants, winning money and cheap labor, respectively. Further, their story reveals 

how knowledge in the underground was never straightforward and there was ultimately 

no way of knowing who to trust or who to avoid. Finally, the participants chose to trust 

the advisor’s shady responses and Franek’s ambiguous promises not because of their 

professionalism (as this grew doubtful with time) but because the participants were 

vulnerable and desperately hoped to stay in Canada. In this sense, it was not just their 

money and labor that was at stake, but their hopes and dreams for the future. 
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Appendix F 

Gender and Kombinowanie 

That Gawin was a young, single, and physically strong man gave him access to the best 

employment opportunities for ‘irregular’ migrants—namely, construction work. 

Accordingly, his financial successes and improvements in his work conditions need to be 

seen in connection to these other attributes. Kayah too was a smart kombinatorka but she 

had much less success in the underground. First, work for women was restricted to delis, 

childcare, cleaning services, restaurants, and kitchen work, all of which offered lower 

wages. Second, few of these options allowed for entrepreneurial ventures, and those that 

did (e.g., cleaning or childcare) paid the least. Kayah suffered from this by continuously 

moving in an out of employment despite being very much an astute, practically oriented, 

kombinatorka herself. Indeed, during the months that I spent with her, I observed her 

continuously looking for loopholes, ambiguities, and deals to achieve the greatest amount 

of things for the least amount of time and effort. Further, she had business acumen, would 

brainstorm schemes, and often conjured quite elaborate entrepreneurial plans for her 

potential future. She was eager, in other words, but given her work options as a woman 

‘irregular’ migrant, she was also limited and discouraged. Kayah’s skills at 

kombinowanie thus went to waste as it were, and as she was often unemployed, she 

remained dependent on her husband for her livelihood. Kombinowanie could thus bring 

various degrees of success that intersected with gender. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


