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Project Description

The proposed ethnographic and ethnohistorical dissertation research project focuses on the population migrating between the Mashreq and Mexico City during the XXth century in order to investigate the class trajectories of the migrants and their relationship to the two peripheral postcolonial geographies that they have navigated to constitute themselves as a prestigious middle class in Mexico City. Through participation in the everyday lives of migrants in various institutional settings and in their homes, over 140 in depth interviews with extended families, and work in historical and contemporary state archives in both Mexico City and Beirut, I hope to (re)construct their classed trajectories between these two national contexts. I am concerned with understanding the multiple factors that shape inequality and local ideologies of difference in each context, and the strategies that afford the creation of dominant and subaltern identities of migrant families. Though states- imperial, colonial and national, have produced unequal subjects in each of these sites, in the current independent national period what were initially imposed categories of hierarchy tend to be systematically reproduced in everyday practice and popular media beyond the direct intervention of the state and in fact beyond its contemporary ideologies.
While socioeconomic indicators such as occupation and approximate household income help define the myriad trajectories of individuals and what I will claim is the more relevant class unit in both contexts- families, it is the colonial and postcolonial construction of hierarchy and distinction in the two national settings that ultimately organizes the migrants’ paths. In the Mashreq it has been largely through the colonial, mandate and nationalist reification of sectarian identities that people find a vehicle to speak of ‘the other’ and a parameter with which to police less symbolic boundaries. In Mexico, it is usually racial and class categories which are used to grant or deny access to a variety of resources- or rather, to naturalize that process. The trajectories which I am in the process of documenting and analyzing point to complex interrelations between these two landscapes of inequality in the migrant experience- and how the encounter between them has afforded avenues for both upward and downward mobility of family units.
Migration studies tend to focus on migration from peripheral to ‘core’ nation-states. Much of contemporary movement is dismissed as economic migration requiring only ‘economic’ explanation. The migrants’ marginal status in the new context is itself naturalized as the product of the marginality of the nation-states they come from. I would like to challenge these views of the migrant and of the relationship between migration and marginality. The construction of the migrant as subaltern subject or creator of subalternities is historically and culturally specific as are all landscapes of inequality; as are the nation states they transition between, and the economic logic of late capitalism.
Research methods
Research was conducted in two distinct urban settings, Mexico City and Beirut, and some village contexts in Lebanon and Syria; what anthropologists refer to as multi-sited fieldwork. Because the goal is to map trajectories through these social fields through two or three generations, the project seeks to incorporate classic ethnographic methods of participant observation and interviews with historical methodologies such as archive work and life history interviews. 
            The fieldwork for this project is divided into three stages:
Stage One:

June 2005-December 2005: Lebanon, Syria.
During this stage I carried out interviews with families that migrate between Lebanon and Mexico and participated in their daily life in their Lebanese contexts. These families had been identified and recruited during pre-dissertation fieldwork in the summers of 2003 and 2004. I also interviewed families migrating to other destinations and from a variety of sectarian and national backgrounds to be able to compare family structure along these axes. I participated in official events organized by the Mexican Embassy in Beirut and interviewed Embassy personnel who provided me with censuses of Mexican passport holders in Beirut and facilitated my encounter with key figures in semi-official Mexican-Lebanese relations who are based in Beirut. 
I was affiliated with LERC, the Lebanese Emigration Research Center at Notre Dame de Louaise University in Zouk Mosbeh. It was through LERC that I had access to key figures in the many institutional efforts to bring children of the diaspora back to the region and cultivate social, political and affective ties to Lebanon, including those led by various sectarian interests and those initiated by the Lebanese government. Also through LERC I came into contact with the Archive du Ministere Exterieure of the French Mandate in Lebanon, where I found invaluable material regarding the history of the migrants in Mexico and their relationship to the French mandate government in Lebanon between 1920 and 1946. The IFPO (Institut Francais du Proche Orient) Beirut library specializing in francophone production in the social sciences regarding the Mashreq was an invaluable source of literature unavailable and largely unknown in English language academic circles, and locally based anthropologists and other social scientists at the Universitee de Saint Joseph and AUB provided kind guidance and assistance.
During this period I collected Arabic, English and French language fiction produced by authors in the region and addressing themes of stratification. 

I also collected popular culture products such as soap operas and magazines addressing themes of stratification. Finally, I attended Arabic language classes at NDU and at Saint Joseph University in Beirut and had a private tutor in Levantine Arabic. 

Stage Two:

January 2006-December 2006: Mexico City

The bulk of the interview work with migrant families happened in Mexico City, though I also carried out interviews in the city of Guadalajara with families, the Lebanese consul there and the head of the projected Centro Libanes. Interviews were carried out in people’s homes, their businesses, and in various public spaces. 

In Mexico City my work was initially organized by participation in the Centro Libanes (Lebanese Center) in various capacities: guest to events, guest to administrative meetings, honorary member of Al-Fanaan (Association of Artists and Intellectuals of Lebanese descent). This provided a forum from which to reconnect with migrants I already knew and to meet many new families. It also provided a space where families I had already worked with could observe me and my relationship to other families and much stronger ties grew out of this interaction.

I also spent time in the multiple religious institutions generated by or linked to migrants, usually interviewing ecclesiatic personnel or attending weekly or life marking rituals (wakes, marriages, christenings). In the case of Islamic spaces, I attended judbas, fast-breaking events for various moments in the ritual calendar (Ashoura, Ramadan Iftars), the large Eid el-Fitr gathering, women’s study groups in Arabic and Islamic doctrine, and the very recently initiated Islamic Dawa in various cultural centers. I participated with four distinct Muslim communities- the diplomatic, the Sufi, the Tequesquitengo group and the Polanco Mussala, and identified another one. I also identified a large Shia community in the northern city of Torreon, where I plan to carry out subsequent fieldwork.
I attended all public events at the Lebanese Embassy in Mexico City.

I interviewed personel at this Embassy and the Embassy of Pakistan.

I also interviewed various Mexican bureaucrats at the Secretaria Nacional de Relaciones Exteriores (National Secretariat for Foreign Relations), especially those associated to the Subsecretaria para Asia y Africa (Subsecretariat for Asia and Africa) and the Naturalization areas. Also interviewed personel at the Instituto Nacional de Migracion (National Institute for Migration) and former employees of those institutions; and requested official numbers on migrantion which they generously provided.

During this time I was affiliated with the Centro de Estudios de Asia y Africa at the Colegio de Mexico and I attended two hours of Arabic instruction daily at the Centro de Ensenanza de Lenguas Extranjeras at UNAM for the Spring (January-June) and Fall (August-December) semesters.

Third Stage: Pending

June-September 2008: Mexico City

This stage is designed to cover interviews with a number of families whose histories are key to providing a full picture of the diverse and very complex social landscape that the immigrants have brought with them and reorganized given the local geographies of power and resources that they encountered throughout historical developments in both locations during the XXth century.

Among the populations that I have contacted but have yet to have a solid interview sample of are recent Muslim migrants, especially those from the north of Lebanon (Trablus) and the early Greek Orthodox migration which is largely Syrian rather than Lebanese. These populations have an indirect relationship to the Lebanese Center, and my relation to them therefore developed later in the research period through invitations to Ramadan and Eid el Fitr celebrations in November 2006 and through a late invitation to the ´Residencia los Cedros´, the Lebanese Center´s retirement home in December 2006. During this period I will also be consulting the “Consolidated and Historical Archives” of the Secretary of Foreign Relations (SRE) in Mexico City, which were physically being relocated during 2006. This archive contains immigrant registration cards for people who arrived between 1950 and 1990; a window of time unexplored by earlier researchers of this population. I have already negotiated institutional access to this archive.
