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Cecilia Menjivar holds the Dorothy L. Meier Chair in Social 
Equities and is Professor of Sociology at the University of 
California, Los Angeles. The theoretical strand connecting her 
work centers on the state and its actions: how state power 
manifests--through legal regimes, bureaucracies, and formal 
institutions--in the microprocesses of everyday life in various 
contexts. This thread links her two empirical areas of work: 
contexts that immigrants encounter (mostly) in the United States 
and the judicial system failures that sustain gender-based violence 
in Central America. 
 
 

 

What does home mean to you and to your work? 
 
Home has a multiplicity of meanings which often emerge in my work not only with the 
immigrants but also with the non-immigrants I have included in my work. These 
meanings can refer to present circumstances as well as to the past experiences. In the 
present, home can be easily represented by a house, a neighbourhood, a city or any other 
place. In reference to the past, home can be identified as the place where you were born, 
where your parents came from, or where your ethnic group originated. A student of 
mine was recently telling me about her multiple homes. She was born in the United 
States from Turkish parents, who originally came from one Greek island, and so on. 
Home for her was associated with the United States, but also with the Greek Islands 
where her parents originated and with Turkey, where her parents were born, as a sort of 
ethnic home. Moreover, home has different meanings depending on the social position 
of the people with whom we speak or their age and gender. I would say that generally 
home in my own work is associated with a place as well as a feeling of comfort and 
familiarity.  
 
 
If the idea of home is associated with a feeling of familiarity and comfort, what 
does that imply for those women whom you worked with who suffered from 
domestic violence? 
 
For these women, home means something very different. Many women do not want 
anything to do with home, in its various meanings. Not just his physical home, but also 
with their homeland. In cases of Central American women seeking asylum with which I 
work, the main objective of their asylum petition is precisely not to be sent home. These 
women are fighting the U.S. government’s decision to send them home, as that is the 
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furthest place from security and comfort. They may be familiar with their home, but in 
their cases, familiarity does not invoke comfort. This could be true for anyone who has 
experienced any form of violence at home—the domestic space and their homeland. So 
for people seeking asylum, they have more complex relationships with home, and 
experience a dissociation of familiarity and security which are conventionally associated 
with home.  
 
 
Given your research following families for decades, how could we investigate 
different meanings of home across generations and across the life course? 
 
Within one of the immigrant families that I have known for long time the members see 
home in very different ways. For instance, the grandmother, without me asking about 
home, told me once: “This is home for me. I spent enough time here in the United 
States. I purchased this home on my own”. On the contrary, her grandson says that he 
really has no idea of home and has no interest in defining what is home for him. Being 
an adolescent, he explained he was more interested in partying and going out with 
friends. He was not thinking of home or what it meant for him, at least not explicitly. 
So, I think that different stages in the life cycle, as well as length of time spent in the 
United States, will shape different understandings of what home means.  
 
 
What do you think HOMInG can add to the field of research on migration? 
 
There are many studies that focus on integration, remittances, housing investment, but 
not many on actual home. We need new ways of thinking about migration today and I 
think that the idea of homing may be one new approach. For instance, in the past it was 
difficult to separate political and economic migrants, or political and economic reasons 
for migrating; this is harder now. Moreover, we are witnessing very accelerated changes 
in terms of migratory flows. For all these reasons, we need a new vocabulary to talk 
about these new processes. Old categories of refugees and economic migrants do not 
quite capture what we see today. Saskia Sassen has a new book called Expulsions: 
Brutality and Complexity in the Global Economy, in which she analyses through the 
same analytical frame people who are expelled by land grabbing, climate change, and 
conflicts. The homogenisation of neoliberal policies around the world in terms of 
organization of work and production, land and property grabbing, and expansion of 
multinationals are creating the conditions for these expulsions and at the same time a 
system for expelled people to be rejected or at best only conditionally accepted. It 
would be important to ask how all these people understand home and what they 
associate with the concept of home. 
 
 
Let us talk about your work in Central America and different understanding of 
home for different social groups: what does home mean especially for indigenous 
groups there? 
 
In an article that I wrote about Guatemalans in Los Angeles (Menjívar 2002), I 
compared indigenous and non-indigenous children of immigrants, the second 
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generations. What I found is that the Indigenous put more effort to transmit an idea of 
home as connected to the land. It is very important for them that their children know 
that they have a plot of land back home. This undoubtedly has to with the long history 
of dispossession of Indigenous groups from their lands, which still happens today. So, 
for them owing the land has a huge symbolic and material value. It is not the same with 
non-indigenous migrants in my study. When I interviewed officials at the Guatemalan 
consulate in Los Angeles, I was told that Indigenous Guatemalans usually want to 
register their children as Guatemalans because they want to make sure that their 
children have the right to the land back home. It is not spiritual. Most of them are 
Catholics and evangelical Protestants. Rather, I think, the Indigenous Guatemalans 
really want to make sure that their children can inherit the land of their ancestors, not 
for spiritual reasons but because of the symbolic meaning that owning a plot of land has 
when they and their ancestors historically have faced the threat of land disposition.  
 
 
What are the specifics challenges you identify in conducting research in home 
settings? 
 
Home is a private area and indeed conducting research there is often not easy, but ... it 
depends on the context. For instance, in rural Guatemala or in rural Kansas, because the 
towns are so small, people feel much more comfortable speaking to you in a home 
setting, these kinds of contexts sort of lend themselves to that. While in urban areas, in 
large urban areas where I also have done research, it might not be the same, as there are 
situations in which several unrelated immigrants live together and may not feel 
comfortable speaking to a researcher in front of the people with whom they share an 
apartment. Even so, in San Francisco, Los Angeles, Phoenix and Washington DC, 
places where I have done fieldwork, I have visited people in their homes, and have 
conducted quite a few interviews in those private settings. Something to keep in mind 
here is that these interactions are shaped by our social positions and all interactions are 
situational too, so for instance, it has been much easier for me to interview women alone 
in their homes but not men.  
 
 
What about the use of pictures: do you take pictures sometimes during research? 
 
I have pictures with immigrants, but I have never published them; I have never included 
photos in any publication. In the research I am doing in rural Kansas we have collected 
a lot of photographs, but not with people in them. I told my research assistants that we 
can include these [pictures without people] in our presentations and in our publications; 
but I feel like I do not want [to include photos of people]… I think it has something to 
do with the permanence of an image on paper. Once you publish [photos] in an article 
or in a book, who knows who is going to look at this? And because quite often my study 
participants share with me aspects of their lives that should remain confidential, I prefer 
not to include any photos with people, even if it is of people who probably would enjoy 
seeing their photo in a publication. On this, I have a blanket policy: no photos of people 
at all go in my publications. I take this strict position especially because my study 
participants often tell me: ‘I am telling you this, but don’t include it’ (…) people do this 
all the time. In all the research projects I have done, at one point or another some study 
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participants have asked me to turn the recorder off or said: ‘don’t say this’ or ‘this is just 
for you’ and so I have never told anyone these stories that were just for me, ever, to 
anyone. So I feel that I don’t want any photos to be [public]…even if they are not of the 
people who have asked me to not include certain things they only tell me. So their 
stories are in my writings, but it’s different to include photos. Even though I have such 
photos…. But still.  
 
 
We are kind of attracted to the idea to do more visual things, because it’s easier to 
get your message through if you have images… but there is always this dilemma 
and ambivalence: to which extent by sharing pictures you are exposing people to 
danger, or just to an unfriendly audience?... 
 
Yes, that’s the thing, you are not going to be there when people see the photos to 
explain… I just don’t feel comfortable even if specific photos don’t necessarily put that 
person in danger. There could be cues in the photo that I may miss that a reader may 
identify, for instance. So, no visuals in my publications… 
 
 
We are doing a paper on the ethics of collective ethnography and one thing we are 
struggling with is: how can we develop, as a group, our own political voice? How 
does this work for you, in the context of your current collective project?  
 
I think everything is political, but the political goal I have is to broadly diffuse 
information to change things for the better, for the people, for the immigrants in my 
study, because they are the people we care about (…) So, the idea is to use the 
information we have collected through research to help immigrants to access resources, 
to inform them about their rights, to inform policy makers (…) And I have done that, 
for instance in providing my research to support cases of Central American women 
filing for asylum, or writing a report based on a survey of immigrants on Temporary 
Protected Status so they can inform the public and especially policy makers about their 
lives and their contributions. I have several similar examples. At the same time, I know 
that information, for immigrants, is a critical resource. They need information about 
resources and about their rights. For instance, when I did fieldwork in Arizona, my 
research assistants and I compiled a list of social service agencies that provided a 
variety of services to immigrants and we would leave information sheets with 
immigrants we interviewed, including information about free dental consultations, 
shelters for immigrants in domestic violence situations, food distribution programmes, 
etc. Just by putting together a list of key agencies that you know are helpful to 
immigrants, and where immigrants can find the resources they need [you can help 
them]. With my research assistants we distribute these lists, we have done that in 
Kansas too for instance – because they need help. These efforts are integrated in my 
research projects. 
 
 
This awareness of the extent to which information matters might have contributed 
to your new project, about the ethics of research in uncertain times? 
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Yes, the idea that information, knowledge more generally, is critical comes from 
Foucault! And yes, the process of research involves obtaining information from our 
study participants, so the question becomes, what can we contribute to their lives 
immediately? Since Foucault says that knowledge is power, but more importantly, I 
have seen in the lives of the immigrants in my research the critical importance of having 
information, of knowing about resources and their rights, I have made a conscious effort 
to make sure we inform research participants in whatever way possible. With my 
research assistants we work together to put together these lists of social services, 
organizations, and agencies, so that the immigrants can have phone numbers to call if 
they need something. I emphasize this all the time. We do this in a concerted effort. In 
Kansas, we have been doing that, and mostly my former research assistant, Andrea 
Gómez Cervantes, has been doing that, and like I have done in other research projects in 
the past, Andrea has accompanied migrants to wherever they needed to go, like 
government offices, clinics, organizations, and the like. 
 
 
We are approaching homing as a kind of relationship with space, which involves 
the domestic environment as well as the neighbourhood. How would you see the 
connection between these two dimensions of home? 
 
The connection between the domestic sphere and the neighbourhood sphere is very 
interesting because I think for most of the immigrants I have talked to, their connection 
is mostly with the physical dimension of their domestic spaces [at destination]. In the 
United States, I have noticed that when they talk about home, they talk about the place 
they live, the physical environment, their apartment, for instance. On the other hand, 
when they talk about their country of origin, they talk about their communities, a lot 
about the physical landscape, the places where their families live, their families, what 
people do there. So, it evokes different images and meanings even though one can say 
that in both situations they are talking about home.  
 
 
Do you feel that migrating changes the scale at which people experience home? 
 
Yes, probably; I think so. It seems to shrink, because people live in very specific places. 
When people talk about the home they left, if you think of what you left…well, people 
talk about the rivers and the mountains, and their neighbourhoods, and their friends. But 
in the United States, the immigrants with whom I talk tend to live confined in physical 
spaces, like their houses, or their places of work, which for many women are the houses 
in which they work as cleaners or caretakers. So, the scale of people’s memories of 
home differs. Memories of home seem more expansive and maybe abstract; the home 
where they now live is concrete.  
 
 
Is it because of the way Western societies are organised? Or is it because people 
have less control of the public space? 
 
I think it’s because they live, most of their lives, in very specific spaces. Even in Los 
Angeles. Los Angeles is a huge city, but most immigrants in my research (Latinos/as) 
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live in very defined, specific areas of the city. But many of these immigrants must travel 
so much to get to work, to the other side of the city, where wealthy employers live. The 
immigrants travel one hour, or two hours, to go to work, by bus or by car. But if you ask 
them about home, they are not going to talk about the West of Los Angeles [where they 
work]: they are going to talk about their apartments, or where they are living; they are 
going to talk about very specific physical places. Even domestic workers, even if they 
spend the entire week in their employers’ place cleaning and caring for that house, this 
is not home for the immigrant domestic workers. This is important. Even though home 
may evoke a physical location, home for them is where they spend their weekends, with 
their families and their friends. So it’s not just a physical location; otherwise the place 
where they spend most of their time (their employers’ homes) would be their home. 
This is not the case. 
 
 
Yes, this connection would it be different if we ask a non-immigrant American 
citizen? 
 
Well people, Americans I should say, are very specific about where they come from; 
they immediately tell you that they are a quarter Irish, a quarter Italian…but if you ask 
them about home, they will talk about the place where they grew up, where they spent 
their childhood. I think this is because of how meaningful for people it is to remember 
where they grew up. Also, because people move a lot in the United States. People really 
move a lot; there’s a lot of internal migration and mobility. There are far fewer people 
who spend their entire life in the same place. People in the United States move because 
they want to start a new life or they have a new job or go to school in a different city or 
state or for a number of reasons. Sometimes they don’t even have a job in the new 
place: they move first and, then, they start looking for a job. Physical mobility is quite 
remarkable in the United States; people take it easy, not a major uprooting problem. I 
would like to study home in the United States, not only with immigrants, because it’s 
really fascinating. I don’t want to generalize, but here I will say that in general, 
Americans seem ready to move (…) much more mobile than people in other countries. 
Americans have this ability to get up and move somewhere else. So easily it seems…it’s 
fascinating to me, even if I study people who move… 
 

Thank you Cecilia for your time! 
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