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Abstract

This paper challenges the focus on marginalization that is
commonly associated with refugee claimants. By propos-
ing a closer look at the critical period during which refugee
claimants residing in Montréal wait for their status to be
determined, this paper suggests that “in-betweenness” can
be a moment and site that engenders social inclusion.

I argue that during the re-settlement process, certain
circumstances can foster pathways of agency and engage-
ment as opposed to reproducing cycles of exclusion, com-
monly associated with refugee claimants that other authors
have documented. Drawing on participant narratives, this
paper demonstrates how refugee claimants awaiting deter-
mination can become active social and political subjects.

The paper underscores that in-betweenness, in both tem-
poral and spatial dimensions, can foster a proactive stance
despite refugee claimants’ lack of status, limited access to
resources, and possibly reduced mobility.

Résumé

Cet article conteste l'accent sur la marginalisation qui
est couramment associée aux demandeurs dasile. En
proposant d’étudier de plus preés la période critique pen-
dant laquelle les demandeurs d asile résidant a Montréal
attendent que leur statut soit déterminé, cette étude sug-
geére que '« intermédiarité » peut former un cadre spatio-
temporel qui engendre Iinclusion sociale.

Lauteur soutient que pendant le processus de réin-
stallation certaines circonstances peuvent favoriser des
filiéres d'agence et d’engagement plutét que de reproduire
des cycles dexclusion, souvent associés aux demandeurs
dasile que dautres auteurs ont constatés Sappuyant
sur les témoignages de participants, cette étude montre
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comment les demandeurs d’asile en attente de détermina-
tion de leur statut peuvent devenir des sujets sociaux et
politiques actifs.

Létude souligne que [D«intermédiarité», dans sa
dimension tant temporelle que spatiale, peut favoriser
une attitude proactive en dépit de l'absence de statut des
demandeurs dasile, de l'accés limité aux ressources et
éventuellement d’une mobilité réduite.

efugee claimants! who re-settle? in urban centres

embody a complex predicament. Their condition is

controlled by regulations and often marked by cir-
cumstances of social, racial, and economic marginalization,
but also is defined by instances where refugee claimants
manifest their belonging to the city, create meaning in their
lives, and carve out agency as non-citizens.

This paper underscores how, during the re-settlement
process, certain circumstances can foster pathways of
agency and engagement as opposed to strictly reprodu-
cing cycles of exclusion commonly associated with refugee
claimants that other authors have documented. Based on
participant narratives, I demonstrate how refugee claim-
ants awaiting determination can become active social and
political subjects. As claimants are confronted with indefin-
ite waits, which may extend anywhere between nine weeks
and nine years, I argue that this in-betweenness, in both
temporal and spatial dimensions, can foster a proactive
stance despite their lack of status, limited access to resour-
ces, and possibly reduced mobility.

Part of a larger research project within Communication
Studies, which examines the everyday lives of refugee claim-
ants residing in Montréal through tensions of social exclu-
sion and inclusion; and, in addition to conducting media
discourse analysis of local media coverage surrounding
refugees re-settled in Montréal, this paper draws on refugee
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narratives to elucidate how both spatial and temporal “in-
betweenness” can engender social inclusion, as refugee
claimants can partake in and contribute to local commun-
ity life whether through volunteerism, community involve-
ment, or political activity surrounding other refugees and
immigrants.

It has been well documented that public perception and
certain media discourses generally frame refugees as being
“bogus” claimants, opportunists who abuse and live off the
system, as outlined by Valverde and Pratt; who pose a threat
to national security, as described by Bigo; and, as argued by
Ong, who are deemed invisible in national consciousness.
In order to counter such stereotypes and misconceptions
that circulate around refugee claimants, I pursue a closer
examination of the critical period integral to urban refugee
re-settlement, during which indefinite waiting periods are
imposed. Furthermore, the refugee predicament, particu-
larly in urban settings, is at times oversimplified and often
addressed only in terms of social exclusion, based on factors
such as poverty, for instance. This trend is even noticeable
in Montréal, where for instance Germain and Rose note
that Montréal’s Haitian community is strongly bifurcated
in economic terms between the families of professionals
who arrived in the 1960s and 1970s and more recent arrivals
of refugees with low levels of education, who are among the
city’s poorest residents.” Although it is impossible to neglect
economic factors, especially tied to race, I deem it necessary
to broaden our understandings and applications of social
exclusion - first, to consider social inclusion as a construct
just as useful for study as social exclusion, and secondly, to
study other sites, besides economic factors for example, in
order to provide further insight into the lives of refugees
residing in urban settings.

Other authors have also considered refugee claimants’
involvement in the community, rather than focus solely on
social exclusion, describing refugee claimants as active sub-
jects, despite finding themselves in an in-between position.
Danso has discussed how Ethiopian and Somali refugees in
Toronto, for instance, have attempted to reconstruct “their
social geographies” during the initial settlement experi-
ences.® Mohamed has outlined resistance strategies during
resettlement, in particular how “Somali women [...] negoti-
ate dynamic identities of resistance and defy prescriptions
and stereotypes in their daily lives.”” Kumsa addresses
questions of “be-longing” and underpins both the fixed and
ever-shifting nature of selthood based on empirical work
conducted on Oromos refugee youth in Toronto.® Authors,
such as Indra and Israelite et al., have highlighted the
shift that takes place in gender roles during resettlement.’
Moreover, previous work on how newcomers access vari-
ous social networks and community organizations has been
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addressed by Rose, Carrasco, and Charbonneau, as well as
by Walton-Roberts,!® who consider the dynamics in the for-
mation of social capital through weak and strong ties.!!

It is a common occurrence for refugee claimants to use
the term “being in-between” when waiting for their status
to be determined. Drawing from the narratives provided by
individuals who once claimed refugee status in Montréal, I
highlight that, despite enforced in-betweenness, refugees
can succeed in forging a meaningful life where they play
a pivotal role in managing their agency. The ways in which
refugee claimants can overcome, circumvent, and even defy
limitations and restrictions imposed on them due to immi-
gration status offers particular insight into understanding
the in-between condition of claimants in a more compre-
hensive manner. Specifically examining in-betweenness
through temporal and spatial angles can shed further light
onto the conditions of refugee urban re-settlement, viewed
from the perspective of inclusivity. After all, as Danso
argues, “the initial settlement experiences of any immigrant
group are very much instrumental in setting the tone for
the way the integration process proceeds for the group in
the adopted country.”!2 I therefore choose to emphasize the
realm of social inclusion—a less explored facet of refugee
urban re-settlement—as a productive and positive site of
analysis, where social capital can be built and the actions
and the notions of civic participation start to develop within
the new urban dwelling place.

Even though the distinct dynamics of the plurallandscape
of Montréal are not detailed in this paper, it is important to
note that the local urban context and its effects on claimants’
experiences cannot be overlooked. Through their empirical
research, Ley and Smith have recognized that place has a
profound impact on shaping immigrants’ experiences.!? In
fact, the duality of social inclusion and exclusion unfolding
in everyday refugee life in Montréal is likely further exacer-
bated by what Sherry Simon calls the politics of a “divided
city.”!* Montréal, as a distinct urban setting, continuously
grapples to reconcile its bicultural and bilingual nature
alongside the implications of immigration influxes within
a culturally, racially, and religiously diverse city space. The
way in which refugee claimants occupy space and attempt
to establish belonging unfolds on this backdrop of multipli-
city. Such urban plurality echoes Leonie Sandercock’s def-
inition of a cosmopolis, “which is an always unfinished and
contested construction site, one characterized, above all, by
its space for difference.”!® Even though I do not elaborate on
it here, I do recognize, in my larger project, the role played
by place, in this case, the city of Montréal, and how it can
shape the nature, scope, and motivation of refugee claim-
ants’ involvement and engagement vis-a-vis spaces, social
networks, and organizations based in Montréal.
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In order to explore how in-betweenness is a moment
and site which can engender civic engagement, this paper
draws on qualitative data collected for a larger doctoral
project that investigates the everyday life practices of refu-
gee claimants. One of the central aspects of my larger pro-
ject is the integration of refugee voices, particularly around
their day-to-day experiences, as well as when addressing
their own existential condition of asylum, namely that of
being in-between. Therefore, I find it necessary to acknow-
ledge how refugee claimants themselves perceive and for-
mulate their experiences of inclusion and exclusion in/on
their own terms. In-depth, semi-structured interviews
were conducted with individuals who were once refugee
claimants.!® The same questionnaire was utilized for all
participants, with interviews conducted either in French
or English. The questionnaire contained open-ended ques-
tions for the most part, which covered issues such as refu-
gee claimant experiences at the border, immediately upon
arrival, their reception and initial impressions of the city
and of the people they met, and whether they encountered
any hostility. Also, the respondents were asked to describe,
among other aspects of urban re-settlement, their every-
day life, where they went and what they did to socialize,
how they went about circulating in the city, which neigh-
bourhoods they felt more secure in, who they turned to for
front-line services, and if they were involved in refugee and
immigration activism at all. I also inquired about condi-
tions prior to their departure from the homeland, and only
proceeded if the respondents were willing to revisit that
portion of their trajectories. The narratives collected were
intended to provide some insight into the personal experi-
ences of refugee claimants in Montréal and to include their
voices in the project, of which only a small proportion
appears here. In terms of recruiting the ten participants,
the sample selection process entailed having to establish
contacts with individuals who had ties within the refugee
advocacy community. Given the delicate and private nature
of the topics discussed, the primary sampling strategy util-
ized was that of snowball sampling which relied on refer-
rals, personal contacts with individuals active in refugee
advocacy circles, and word of mouth. It was imperative to
build a rapport and establish trust with both the contacts
and with the respondents. This method of recruiting the
research participants likely speaks to the fact that these
individuals were in a less vulnerable position in terms of
circumventing exclusion due to the strong ties within eth-
nic communities and especially weak ties they had estab-
lished with members of advocacy groups, with workers in
the para-public milieu, and with other front line service
providers. Nevertheless, the participants did recall encoun-
tering extensive barriers, but were proactive based on their
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own will and resources, as well as with the help of their
networks to overcome a number of the difficulties.

In terms of the specific barriers, the indefinite wait for
status was one of the recurring themes throughout the
interviews. Individuals who claim refugee status in Canada
and find themselves channelled into the refugee determina-
tion system are confronted with potentially years of legal
limbo, during which there are significant barriers to access-
ing employment and social services. Other important bar-
riers include the non-recognition of education and profes-
sional credentials, difficulties in securing employment and
housing, barriers in host language, everyday and institu-
tional racism, separation from their families for indefinite
periods—aspects connected to social exclusion.!”

Nevertheless, to focus solely on social exclusion when
addressing the predicament of refugee claimants who re-
settle in urban contexts overlooks other dynamic aspects of
their everyday lives. I turn to the notion of social inclusion
as a productive concept to frame social and civic engage-
ment. The term became popularized when social inclusion
was initiated by the French in an effort to reintegrate the
large numbers of ex-industrial workers and an increasing
number of young people in the new economy labour force
of the 1980s and 1990s.8 Prior to those decades, the term

“social exclusion” was popularized by French social theor-
ist René Lenoir and consists of being a concern with the
relationship between members of society and the nation-
state.!® Stemming from his deliberations published in Les
exclus: un Frangais sur dix, Lenoir discusses social exclu-
sion as he shows another side of an opulent France, what he
refers to as “l'autre France.” He describes how “the others”
are individuals historically disregarded by the social con-
tract of the French Republic. Lenoir also highlights how the

“other” is unable to fend for him or herself, requires con-
stant assistance, and furthermore is perceived as a threat
to society.?0

There are numerous legal and political complexities
attached to the notion of social inclusion, in particular, how
the concept is defined and perceived, how it is implemented,
and by whom. Questions of citizenship and rights also
surround the rhetoric of social inclusion, though I do not
elaborate in much detail here, given the scope of the paper.
However, I do believe that reframing social inclusion out-
side the, at times, narrow confines of citizenship is essential,
especially when addressing the social inclusion of refugee
claimants, who are de facto outside the mesh of traditional
citizenship. Thus, linking social inclusion in this context to
social citizenship allows us to enlarge the discussion sur-
rounding refugee claimants’ involvement and participation,
as well as possibilities for engagement, namely within the
multicultural Canadian context.
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As Omidvar and Richmond point out in their work
“Immigrant Settlement and Social Inclusion in Canada,” the
notion of social inclusion is the antithesis of social exclu-
sion.?! They define social exclusion primarily in economic
terms, as a way of understanding the impact of existing
socio-economic systems on marginalized groups. Social
inclusion, on the other hand, they write, is about finding out
what works and mobilizing resources to resolve the prob-
lems brought about through social exclusion. Interestingly,
the authors stress the blatant contradiction between official
inclusion policies and the reality of growing social exclusion
for Canada’s newcomers in both the economic sphere and
in public life in general, which surfaces in the interviews
conducted for the purpose of my larger project. Omidvar
and Richmond, in fact, sound an alarm by highlighting the
creation of a new Canadian underclass of persons without
status who are in need of assistance.??

Besides economic considerations, Saloojee discusses the
potential of social inclusion to move beyond the limitations
of multiculturalism by “democratizing democracy” and
developing active and meaningful forms of social citizen-
ship. Like a number of scholars, he critiques multicultur-
alism as a policy model, for leaving communities on the
margins and creating fragmentation within society. Instead,
he proposes social inclusion as a way of overcoming the
limits of multiculturalism policy, which, despite its ideals,
has not necessarily brought forth valued recognition and
participation for minority communities.??> Therefore, one
can speculate that social inclusion can foster a proactive
stance towards democratic citizenship and multicultural-
ism—regardless of immigration status. As such, being “in-
between” and facing precarious conditions do not neces-
sarily imply being passive. On the contrary, many refugee
claimants are able to take on political positions or, in Saskia
Sassen’s words, produce “new types of political subjects and
new spatialities for politics”?* which destabilize the for-
mal and narrow apparatus of citizenship as an institution.
By engaging in such acts, they temporarily alleviate their
alienation and isolation by solidarity and a sense of com-
munity, where silenced voices, as Jacques Ranciére recog-
nized, “speak against injustice and vocalize grievances as
equal beings.”?

As a point of departure of my discussion of how social
inclusion can emerge from liminality, I rely on Saskia
Sassen’s notion of the “informal” citizen, which she defines
asacitizen who is unauthorized, yet recognized; for instance,
“undocumented immigrants who are long-term residents in
a community and participate in it as citizens do.”?® Engin
Isin’s ideas on what it means “to be” political are also use-
ful for framing my discussion of refugee claimants’ social
inclusion and self-determination. He views “being political”

as a “means to constitute oneself simultaneously with and
against others as an agent capable of judgement about what
is just and unjust.”?” Such concepts allow me to explore
how refugee claimants can emerge as political and social
subjects who demonstrate civic engagement, “social deserv-
edness,” and “national loyalty,” which as Sassen points out
often allows long-term undocumented residents to gain
legal residence in many countries.?® In addition to poten-
tially gaining recognition from the state and the commun-
ity, such involvement on behalf of refugee claimants can
institute their agency and belonging to their local dwelling
place, despite living in limbo as non-citizens. By citing con-
crete examples drawn from the interviews conducted with
respondents who once sought asylum in Montréal, I illus-
trate how these individuals can become active social and
political actors, taking on the role of informal citizens in
the city.

It is inconceivable to address these questions without
considering elements that define the refugee condition on a
daily basis, namely temporal and spatial limitations, which
are two fundamental aspects of the urban re-settlement of
refugees. In fact, temporal and spatial limitations are at the
root of refugee in-betweenness. Given that the notion of
time (such as departures, deadlines), waiting times (like in
detention or for status, for family reunification), and time-
lines (life chronologies, for instance) are inherent to the
refugee experience, how does temporality manifest itself
through refugee experiences of social inclusion and exclu-
sion in the city? When time is suspended for refugees, par-
ticularly as they wait for their status to be determined, what
are the ways in which they carve out agency and meaning
under temporal conditions typically less conducive to such
possibilities? And in terms of refugee mobility around the
city and access to services and benefits, how do questions
of spatiality surface in relation to exclusion and inclusion?
What are the roles refugee claimants take on when they find
themselves in cases of spatial restriction, even confinement,
for instance during detention or while living in church
sanctuary to evade deportation?

To shed light on some of these questions, I turn to refugee
narratives I gathered in 2008 and 2009 which consist of in-
depth semi-structured interviews. The ten informants inter-
viewed sought asylum in Montréal at some point in time
during the past twenty years from the following countries:
Algeria, Congo Brazzaville, Mauritius, Zimbabwe, Pakistan
(two individuals), Lebanon, Colombia, Venezuela, and
Mexico. All informants fell under the “refugee” definition as
outlined by the UN Convention and eventually were either
were granted refugee status or were accepted on humani-
tarian and compassionate grounds (H&C). The questions
and themes covered during these interviews included the
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respondents’ individual life trajectories, namely experiences
immediately upon entry to Canada. I sought to understand
how refugees began to establish daily life patterns, family
and social networks, and other requirements of everyday
life in Montréal as precarious status migrants. The personal
narratives were apt in demonstrating that these individuals,
who were forced to wait, could not wait and, in some cases,
simply refused to just wait.

Sixty-two-year-old Azar?® was a church pastor in
Pakistan. Upon his arrival in Montréal in 2000, he quickly
became an active member of the community. When asked
to describe his day-to-day life while waiting for his status to
be determined, which exceptionally took only nine weeks,
he recalls that time as being rather fulfilling. Azar explained
that he was very busy once in Montréal, because people here
knew that not only was he a church pastor in Pakistan, but
also a musician, singer, and composer, all skills and roles
which the community here needed. Azar was therefore
able to contribute to community life, as he transplanted his
knowledge and talent—making other citizens in the city
value his presence. In his own words:

I was very busy over here. Because here, so many people knew
me that I was a church pastor over there, I was a musician and
composer over there, and everybody needed me here till now [sic].
Singer, arranger, composer, so many things ... . so that is why I
kept busy ... everybody liked me to go to his or her home and be
with them. Everybody was loving me and I spent all those days
when my family was not here and when you are speaking particu-
larly about those 9 weeks [before he was granted status] I was very
happy and at home because the people over here love me and still

they love me.

(Azar, sixty-two years old, from Pakistan, was a pastor,
teacher, musician holding a master’s degree. He arrived in
Montréal on October 10, 2000. His status at the time of the
interview was Canadian citizen.)

While Azar’s period of limbo lasted only nine weeks,
twenty-three-year-old Myriam, who had fled from Algeria,
indicated how the interminable wait of nine years for status
took a heavy emotional and financial toll on her and her
family. This extreme case of what I refer to as “suspended
temporality” was marked by several institutional and legal
system obstacles, as well as deportation threats. Over the
course of the interview, Myriam frequently mentioned
struggling to make up for “lost time,” whether in terms of
finances, life dreams, or employment and education oppor-
tunities. When her parents were increasingly absent from
home due to their involvement with the Action Committee
for Non-Status Algerians®® (Comité d’Action des Sans-
Statut Algériens or CASS), Myriam found herself taking
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care of her three younger siblings alongside other house-
hold responsibilities. In retrospect, she describes herself as
a teenager who instead led a life of a thirty-year-old, raising
three children. She described her situation in the following
words:

I'would go to school then come home, spend time with my parents
a bit and then with the lifting of the moratorium [of deporting
Algerians®] my parents began attending meetings with the
Action Committee for Non-Status Algerians. . So then, it started ...
we started to feel my parents’ absence. I had to cook, take care of
my sisters, I am the eldest. And I didn’t have any activitiesas a ...
I think I was 16-17 years old. [...] I didn’t live what a girl between
the ages of 15 to 20 should have lived. Ilived between home and ...,
in fact, I lived like a thirty year old women with three children”

(author’s translation from French).

(Myriam, twenty-three-years old from Algeria, was work-
ing two jobs while pursuing an accounting certificate at
the university level. She arrived in Montréal on January 22,
1996. Her status at the time of the interview was Canadian
citizen.)

Myriam nonetheless recognized that the contributions
made by refugee advocacy networks and organizations like
No One Is Illegal®? (NOII) along with the Comité d’Action
des Sans Statut are what “saved our lives.” During weekly
protests in front of the immigration office in downtown
Montréal, NOIT and CASS members joined Myriam’s family.
She explained that if they were going to occupy an immigra-
tion office in order to speak to an immigration representa-
tive, members from these organizations were on the front
lines in order to protect those without status. Occupying
the space of immigration offices or street space when pro-
testing articulate types of actions within everyday city life
which can be viewed as “tactics,” which de Certeau distin-
guishes from “strategies.” He sees “strategies” as being the
ordering and disciplining processes (or here mechanisms
of social exclusion) that make distinctions between normal
and deviant (normal being citizens and deviant being refu-
gees), while “tactics” refers to the embodied actions of those
who seek to escape these processes, using space to their own
advantage.

Such initiatives of resistance can ultimately engender a
sense of belonging and solidarity throughout the commun-
ity, which can help reduce hostility and intolerance towards
immigrants and refugees, through the collaborative efforts
between migrants and citizens. In addition, social activities
such as community dinners, concerts, film screenings, and
other social activities organized by such grassroots activ-
ist groups come to reinforce the bond between citizens and
non-status individuals.
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Myriam and her family were also active in a local
Québécois community centre, which according to her
allowed her to better integrate into Montréal life.

My parents had the intelligence to start attending (local) com-
munity centres. By attending the community centres, it allowed
us to better integrate ourselves, there were organized excur-
sions, going to this place, or that place, apple-picking, all kinds
of things ... and at the time, we still had not been rejected by
immigration, so we still had that hope in the beginning. [...]
It was a community centre that assisted young families, so my
mother, she would go three or four times a week to the meetings,
and it’s by going there that my mother was able to better under-
stand the Québécois accent. At the beginning, it was difficult to
understand.

The spatial and temporal in-betweenness brought on
by twenty-five-year-old Paola’s stay in church sanctuary is
extreme. In 2003, Paola and her parents spent over a year
and a half, precisely 567 days, living in a Montréal church
basement, after receiving a removal order to return to
Colombia, where their lives where directly threatened. A
local church accepted them and provided a complete net-
work of support, from doctors who checked on the family,
to volunteers who did grocery shopping and others who
were paid to help them with doing laundry. Despite being
spatially confined for such a long period of time, Paola man-
aged to create meaning in her life while it was on hold and
even succeeded in contributing to the community through
voluntarily tutoring children with their homework. When
speaking about her time in sanctuary, she said:

It was hard, it was really hard. I kept up with my mom, my mom
was my strength ... my mom ... was like my “baton”. She gave me
all the strength. Like sometimes, I had really bad days ... and she
told me “No, we are gonna get through this.” And I knew in my
heart we were going to get through this ... T knew it ... but it was
so hard ... to know that you didn’t know when you were gonna get
out of there ... and sometimes, it just felt terrible ... I just wanted
to go to ... you know you just ... can’t bear it anymore ... but the
people ... we always had a visit ... the people ... who supported
us...so ... I even gave classes ... tolittle children ... so that helped

mealot ...

(Paola, twenty-five years old, was a student from Colombia.
She arrived in Montréal on October 11, 2001. Her status at
the time of the interview was permanent resident.)

As the community mobilized around Paola and her
family’s immobile reality, the weight of sanctuary was
appeased as moments of leisure, and social events as well
as spiritual comfort were created for them. Among several

activities, a “sugar shacking” day organized for them in the
confines of the church, as well as interfaith services, helped
break the isolation.

In terms of community involvement, similar to Paola’s
volunteerism, the other informants had also engaged in vol-
unteer work forlocal organizations during the indefinite wait
for their cases to be processed. Fifty-two-year-old Donna,
who fled from Venezuela, recalled how on Sundays, accom-
panied by her daughter, she would distribute food to the
homeless. As a volunteer for the Salvation Army, she found
helping others allowed her to cope while in limbo. Steven, a
fifty-year-old who fled from Congo Brazzaville, volunteered
for Project Genesis, an organization that defends the social
and economic rights of the population, located in Cote-des-
Neiges, a Montréal neighbourhood with a high immigrant
population. Besides social issues such as homelessness and
poverty, the interview respondents were naturally also
invested in the cause of refugees and immigrants. Carol, a
forty-five-year-old woman who fled from Zimbabwe, along
with Myriam, who had fled from Algeria, addressed the
crowd during the No One Is Illegal march from Montréal
to the nation’s capital, Ottawa, in 2005.34 Both individuals,
in fact, have been outspoken advocates by bringing public
awareness to the pressing issue of the precarious situation
of non-status individuals living in Canada.

Recognizing non-citizen participation in the city is
necessary, seeing as refugee claimants can undertake legit-
imate political actions, which are constructive and cumu-
latively constitute modes of alternative citizenship, such as
informal citizenship. Otherwise formulated as dissent, acts
of refugee resistance must be recognized as collaborative
instances of social inclusion and agency rather than simply
disruptive action. They are essential to defining new forms
and articulations of social and informal citizenship for asy-
lum seekers. As Lucy Williams states, “periods of liminality
can presage new cultural formations and the renegotiation
of community values and spaces.”>> In framing non-status
migrant individual and/or collective contributions and
resistance through the lens of social inclusion, it becomes
possible to understand how expressions and calls for action
carried out by refugees can allow for their direct and con-
scious engagement with public space in the city, as well as
with the public at large.

Refugee claimants who wait in the city are not just pas-
sive recipients of care, but can be active in finding the help
appropriate to their own priorities and objectives, often with
a considerable amount of community mobilization that
takes shape around them. One of the most striking aspects
to surface in the respondents’ experiences was how refugees
managed to contribute to the community they were a part
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of, while striving to simply survive and get by, at times with
deportation threats hovering above them.

Social inclusion can therefore emerge out of liminal-
ity, both spatial and temporal. During sanctuary or when
waiting for a deportation order or just waiting, the refugee
claimants’ degree of civic engagement in terms of volun-
teerism and contributions to enrich the community is not
what is typically expected of individuals without status. By
vocalizing their rights when either occupying space, like
in immigration offices or demonstrating in downtown
Montréal, or being confined to a space, such as a church
basement, refugees manage to establish belonging, carve
agency and contribute to the community, while striving for
their own self-determination—all crucial when considering
the building blocks of civic participation, whether they are
granted citizenship eventually or not.
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