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EDITORIAL NOTE

Contingent Horizons Volume 7, Issue 1 (2021), pp. vii–viii, ISSN 2292–7514, online ISSN 2292–6739. © 2021 by York University. All rights 
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This issue of Contingent Horizons explores the theme of Disruption. In light of the global 
disruptions that have come from the COVID-19 pandemic, we focus on moments and 
experiences of disruption, disjuncture, break, and the reorientations that come dur-
ing and after such moments. In this issue, we ask: what does it mean to experience 
disruption? How do we distinguish between disruptions as temporary interruptions 
or as fundamental reorientations? How do disruptions in academics’ own lives shape 
their approach to theory and research? And how do people work to minimize or adapt 
to disruptions?

We are pleased to publish five original articles that contend with disruptions across 
different scales and dimensions. In “Exploring Connections Between Food Insecurity 
and Subjectivity Amongst Post-Secondary Students,” Diego Lopez explores how students 
negotiate self-perceptions of food security in the new context of university campuses 
through comparisons to their childhood experiences of food access. Palbi Bhargava 
contextualizes the rise of self-care rituals like healing stones and evil eye exorcisms 
in Greece as a means for people to gain control of their lives within the uncertainty of 
the Greek economic crisis in “Fortune Telling, Healing Stones, and the Evil Eye: The 
Impact of Alternative Self Care Rituals on Psychological Harm on the Neoliberal Body 
and Personal Well Being in Athens, Greece.” Both articles speak to ways through which 
people strive to gain understanding and control over their lives in the face of destabi-
lized well-being.

The three other articles engage with themes of migration and diaspora, delving 
into experiences of displacement and making lives in new places. In “Rethinking War: 
Autoethnographic Accounts of Disruption, Debris, and the Ongoing Impacts of War,” 
Lea Alilovic presents an autoethnographic account of family stories of living through and 
leaving Bosnia during the Yugoslav Wars of Secession, demonstrating how memories of 
strain and uncertainty can infuse daily life. Sagal Jama explores how three Somali women 
now living in Canada process the experience of being refugees and their relationships 
to their families and former lives back in Somalia in “Three Stories of the Journey to 

Disruption
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Canada.” Finally, in “An Essay of Longing and Love,” Alexander Matika presents a creative 
reflection weaving together the writings of Mahmoud Darwish and Walter Benjamin on 
poetry, images, and stories through their respective diasporic lives.

the contingent horizons editorial collective 2019–2020:
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Jillian Fulton-Melanson, Section Editor: Research
Celia Ringstrom, Section Editor: Research
Jocelyn Torres, Section Editor: Reviews and Creative Works
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Kathe Gray, Production Editor: Journal Design and Composition
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This article examines the connections and relationship between food insecurity and identity 
amongst post-secondary students in the North York Area. Through engagement with 
participants who are currently enrolled in post-secondary education or participants that 
contribute towards the production of the post-secondary student experience, I explore how 
each participant comes to understand and experience the impact of food security or insecurity 
and its relationship with identity. I use interviews, observation, and personal narratives as 
my primary methods. This research contributes to a greater understanding of the various 
consequences and effects that food insecurity may have for post-secondary students, and to 
further propose practical steps towards improving the rising issue of food insecurity within the 

North York area. 

KEY WORDS food insecurity, identity, subjectivity, post-secondary, students, capitalism, 
experience

DIEGO LOPEZ
MA STUDENT , SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY
YORK UNIVERSITY, TORONTO, CANADA

Exploring Connections Between Food Insecurity and Subjectivity 
Among Post-Secondary Students

The poor starving college student has become a cliché. Clichés are usually avoided 
and so are hungry students. They are referred to in a jovial lighthearted manner 
that seems to insinuate it’s not really true. It is a myth. I am a living witness; it is 
not a myth. I get awfully hungry sometimes, all 130 pounds of me.

—Bob Golden, The Daily Kent Stater: Ohio’s Top Collegiate Daily

The transition between high school to university or college has often been depicted 
in western countries as a rite of passage into adulthood, a transition from one 

“chapter” or “stage” of life to another, where the individual is prepared for “the real 
world.” For many students, this transition involves moving out of their home or leaving 
their country to live in residence halls, learning to take public transit, having newfound 
freedom, and juggling new responsibilities. However, there is a growing number of stu-
dents whose transition may also involve deciding whether to have instant noodles, go to 
the foodbank, skip meals, grab fast food, and/or rely on canned goods. Such transitional 
experiences have become fragments of the “freshman 15” and the “starving student” nar-
ratives that are “so often normalized and even sometimes romanticized for post-secondary 
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students” (Baradie 2021). Nonetheless, such narratives speak to the current food insecu-
rity reality many students are confronted with when entering post-secondary education.

When I first began my own post-secondary education at York University, I remember 
being overwhelmed by this idea of participating and becoming a member of this “mod-
ernized” form of education. During my first year of university, I always found myself in 
the student center acquiring food from the various food spaces being provided. Yet as the 
semesters went by, I found myself just buying coffees and nothing else. This realization in 
the ever-changing behavior I had undergone throughout the years led to my understanding 
that perhaps I, myself, had become part of the student food insecurity reality. However, 
my subjective understanding and experience of food insecurity could be interpreted in 
different ways. 

Food insecurity has been a rising issue among the Canadian population (PROOF n.d.). 
While researchers and policymakers have long monitored and reported on household food 
insecurity, research on food insecurity amongst post-secondary students has only emerged 
in recent years. Within the emergent research on food insecurity amongst the student pop-
ulation, the focus has been on generating quantitative and qualitative information as a way 
of engaging and understanding the rise of student food insecurity (Henry 2017; Hughes 
et al. 2011; Peterson and Freidus 2020; Regan 2020). Although the emergent research 
further engages in the understanding of food insecurity amongst students, my research 
brings forth a new perspective by providing a more comprehensive understanding of how 
experiences of food (in)security influences students’ subjectivities. More specifically, I 
argue that individual self-perceptions and experiences of food (in)security has a more 
relational, contingent dimension than the current literature might suggest.

The theoretical background of this paper is concerned with an examination of the 
interrelation between the individual subjectivity of students who are food (in)secure 
and the clichés surrounding student food insecurity. Throughout the analysis, I aim to 
show how subjectivity is influenced by students’ everyday interactions with other people 
and their surroundings, as well as the experiences they have encountered throughout 
their lives. In anthropology, subjectivity can be seen as experiential, embodied, socio-
culturally constructed, and singular (Biehl et al. 2007, 15). Moreover, subjectivity as a 
phenomenon is dynamically formed and transformed because it is a negotiation of posi-
tionalities through structural and agentic processes (Butler 2006, 197). Subjectivity can 
be understood as being composed of emotions, feeling, and experiences of subjects as they 
are embodied, connected, and projected into domestic spaces, public life, interpersonal 
struggles, and exchanges (Biehl et al. 2007, 15). The analysis of subjectivity and food (in)
security among students is discussed further throughout the study through the brief ref-
erences and life experiences of the three informants, along the themes of the formation 
of subjectivity through family upbringing, food consumption and evaluation of access 
and campus dynamics. This paper aims at shedding light on the subjective experiences 
of food insecurity among the student population by gathering different perspectives on 
the impacts and experiences individuals are dealing with and challenges they are cur-
rently experiencing. However, it is important to understand that subjectivity is always in 
motion, and I thus attune my analysis towards the fluidity of food (in)security as shifting 
subject-positions. Therefore, this paper aims at engaging with those moments/fragments of 
subjectivity that reject the hegemonic ideas of what it means to be a food-insecure student. 
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This paper places great emphasis on bringing forth an understanding of how these fac-
torial implications come to influence the individual’s life choices and behaviors. I became 
intrigued in not only the student’s perspective but also how certain members of this insti-
tution come to engage with the cliché of the “starving student”—the popular media trope 
of the post-secondary student experience, marked by instant noodles and cheap food. Why 
is it that this form of lifestyle has become normalized by popular media in this manner? 
Do students relate to this form of representation? What does food (in)security mean to 
students or members? How does the situation they are in come to impact their academic 
performance? These questions challenge preconceived ideas about students and the food 
(in)security experience in which they currently find themselves. 

Literature Review

Food Insecurity

The economic recession that occurred in Canada throughout the 1980s resulted in the 
increased awareness of food insecurity (Tarasuk and McIntyre 2020). This was a time 
when food banks, charitable programs, and community organizations began to be estab-
lished to collect and redistribute food among those in need. The emergent response was 
initially intended to be only temporary. However, the rapid growth in food banks and the 
increase of individuals using them led researchers and policymakers to begin taking a 
representative measure of Canadians experiencing food insecurity (Tarasuk and McIntyre 
2020). Despite surveys around food insecurity being able to be traced back to 1994, it was 
not until 2004 that Canada began implementing “The Household Food Security Survey 
Module” (HFSSM), which was developed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, for mea-
suring household food insecurity as part of the population-based cross-sectional Canadian 
Community Health Survey (CCHS) (Tarasuk and McIntyre 2020). The HFSSM, used 
by Statistics Canada, consists of 18 questions about the experience of food insecurity—
ranging from marginal, moderate, or severe food insecurity—due to financial constraints 
(Tarasuk and McIntyre 2020).

Health Canada defines the term food insecurity as the inability to acquire or con-
sume an adequate quality or sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable ways, or the 
uncertainty that one will be able to do so (Health Canada 2020). If the individual lacks 
access to sufficient and nutritious foods, as well as being faced with running out of food, 
having to rely on food relief, and facing challenges to acquire their next meal, they are 
considered to be affected by food insecurity (Hughes et al. 2011, 27). However, it is impor-
tant to acknowledge that even if an individual is still consuming calories every day, they 
can still be food insecure if the foods they are consuming are nutrient-poor (Henry 2017). 

As of 2018, it was estimated that one in eight households in Canada were food inse-
cure in (PROOF n.d.). This number includes households that fall under the categories of 
marginal, moderate, or severe food insecurity. This means 4.4 million Canadians were liv-
ing in food-insecure households (Tarasuk and McIntyre 2020). According to PROOF Food 
Insecurity Policy Research, an interdisciplinary research program investigating house-
hold food insecurity in Canada, food insecurity is more complex than just a food problem 
(PROOF n.d.). Households who are food insecure tend to compromise their spending on 
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all kinds of necessities, including housing and prescription medications, which can lead 
to exacerbated health problems, especially for chronic conditions (Tarasuk and McIntyre 
2020). 

Students and Food Insecurity
Although there has been a significant increase in awareness and monitoring of house-
hold food insecurity, there has been very limited research about food insecurity amongst 
post-secondary students. Nonetheless, there have been studies such as a multi-sited study 
conducted by a non-profit organization known as Meal Exchange. The study reported the 
prevalence of food insecurity in Canadian Universities to be 40%, which is four times 
higher than the general Canadian population of 10% (Bhat 2020). 

However, studies around food insecurity within the student population have also 
shown that it is related to many factors such as time constraints, transportation limita-
tions, housing situation, cooking, budgeting costs, and even stigma, which can prevent 
students from seeking help (Peterson and Freidus 2020, 126). Aside from the various 
factors that studies have found, it is important to also understand how previously, get-
ting into universities and colleges was not an opportunity that was open for anyone. Now, 
attending university or colleges has become the “key” towards a successful career and 
financial security (Hughes et al. 2011). The growing number of students being enrolled 
in post-secondary education has led to a shift in demographics to include more students 
that are from lower income households, students of color, working, non-traditional, older, 
and having to undertake family responsibilities (Henry 2017,7). Lisa Henry explains how 
these changes are also “coupled with a decrease in state funding for universities, increasing 
tuition costs, and increasing costs of goods and services” (2017, 8).

Moreover, the student population is situated in a position of “expectancy” where 
they are presumed to become financially stable and food secure after graduation. Therefore, 
the cliché of the starving student, which depicts students as getting through university by 
subsisting off cheap or unhealthy food, also adds another factor to the acceptability of 
food insecurity in the student population by positioning food insecurity as a temporary 
and soon alleviated experience (Canadian Federation of Students Ontario 2013). With 
the rising costs of tuition and housing, decreases in access to healthy and affordable food 
options, and the overall post-secondary lifestyle, students that are struggling to keep up 
with these changes—even with the aid of loans and grants—are being left to deal with 
these issues on their own. 

Although more studies have emerged on post-secondary student food insecurity, 
there have been very few studies that take on a qualitative methodology. There is a need 
for a more open-ended approach for understanding food insecurity, how it affects students, 
the role of stigma, and the strategies students have developed to address it (Peterson and 
Freidus 2020). 

Methodology 
Fieldwork for this paper was conducted in February 2020 as part of a research meth-
ods course at York University, Toronto. I conducted three interviews with students and 
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student service representatives. I used semi-structured interviews to allow for flexibility 
and further engage with the participants. Before commencing my interviews, I provided 
the participants with an explanation of what is expected of them, my goals for the research, 
the broader theme of my research, and explained how their anonymity will be maintained. 
Moreover, the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. For this study, I reached 
out to two of my friends, both of whom I met at York University. Caroline Frossard and 
Thijs Jeursen suggest that friendships in an academic setting can become a way of solving 
the discrepancies between available resources and performance expectations (2019, 117). 
One out of the two students identified themselves as being food insecure, while the other 
identified themselves as being food secure. I also used email as a medium to reach out to 
York’s student services members by highlighting what my project entitled and what was 
expected of them if they were to consent to participating in my research. Given the small 
sample size of the study, I would argue that my findings could be approached as a “cartog-
raphy” of the present food (in)security experience and might offer important themes that 
could be explored in future research (Piot 2010, 16). 

My initial guiding research question for this project revolved around my subjective 
understanding of food insecurity and its connection with academic performance. However, 
as the interviews progressed, I found myself trying to search for more information about 
this connection. After conducting the interviews, it occurred to me that perhaps food (in)
security did not play as consciously a critical role in academic performance as I had previ-
ously thought. The participants were more inclined to discuss further on the connection 
of family upbringing, accessibility, and healthier food alternatives within university cam-
pus. Moreover, since my research evolved around the student experience of (in)security, 
due to my own status as a student at York University, I was able to build rapport with my 
participants as fellow students. Although different students (and in this case non-student 
but members that focus on providing support to students) have expressed different experi-
ences, there was a middle ground in which we could relate. Perhaps even though I may not 
have had the same situation, I could still relate to the embodied experience of being a stu-
dent. Therefore, I could see my subjective position within the field becoming more evident 
to myself as I went through my interviews. Based on Foucault’s proposition on how the 
subject is produced within discourse, I could see how this came into play in my field (Hall 
et al. 2013, 39). Furthermore, several parts of my research were left open due to the current 
pandemic from the COVID-19 pandemic that has occurred during the time in which this 
project took place. Some of the places such as the Food Support Centre at York University 
had closed, and I was not able to conduct participant observation as I had intended to. 

Understanding the Meaning and Experience of Food Insecurity 

The Formation of Subjectivity Through Family Upbringing 

Whilst current studies of post-secondary student food insecurity disclose the ways that 
students are experiencing food insecurity on campus, students’ subjective embodied 
experience and understanding of food (in)security throughout their childhood is often 
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disregarded (Peterson and Freidus 2020). Yet, all interviewees highlighted how their 
understanding of food (in)security were influenced by their experience of food accessibil-
ity throughout their upbringing. Although the current study is limited to three partici-
pants, the participants’ experiences highlighted the demographic enrollment shift that has 
emerged over time and has brought forth implications of how food insecurity is perceived 
and understood by the student population. Erica Regan outlines in her research on food 
insecurity among college students, how studies suggest that already disadvantaged demo-
graphic groups, such as African American students, Hispanic students, and first-generation 
students, are more likely to experience food insecurity (2019, 9). Therefore, it is important 
to take into account individuals’ bodily experience, history, and political and economic 
position as it relates to food (in)security (Biehl et al. 2007, 15). 

Valentino, 21-year-old 3rd-year York University student is a second-generation immi-
grant to Canada. He self-identified as food secure now, though has not always experienced 
being food secure. When he was a child in Toronto, he remembers having a very limited 
variety of food available. Valentino’s childhood food experience was significantly impacted 
by his parent’s arrival into Canada. As new immigrants, his parents had to learn to navigate 
their way through an unknown country and lifestyle. However, this new transition along 
with other stressors, complicated his parent’s situation, eventually leading to his parents’ 
divorce. There were days when he would have little food available in the household, but his 
mom being a single parent was able to push through and provide for the family. Valentino 
noted how this contributed to the food insecurity he experienced as a child as well. Aside 
from his personal experience of being food insecure during his childhood, he noted how 
his situation was different from the one his cousins are currently experiencing:

Back home in the Philippines my cousins don’t always get the opportunity to go 
on three meals a day, they usually just have breakfast and dinner, and me every 
day when I go home I know I always have food waiting for me and I feel blessed 
for being able to be food secure.

Therefore, for Valentino, his childhood experience and witnessing the reality that his 
cousins were facing during that time, shaped his perception and understanding of what 
food (in)security is, creating a standard of food insecurity against which to compare his 
current experience.

Sophia, a 20-year-old 3rd-year international student at York University from the 
Dominican Republic who identifies as food insecure, shared a very similar upbringing. 
She recounted how growing up her mother was the one that provided for her family and 
had to provide both food and shelter for not just her kids but also for her parents. Sophia 
also mentioned how her mom has also been able to pay for her schooling by working in 
more than one job and taking out a loan. She explained that she grew up in an environ-
ment where food was never wasted, where if someone in the family did not finish their 
meal, it was given to another family member to finish or saved for later. After leaving her 
home country to study at York University she noted how people’s relationship with food is 
different compared to her home country. She was surprised by the amount of food people 
threw out when they are done eating and in certain cases, she had offered to finish the 
food to prevent any from going to waste. 
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Mike, a member of York’s student union in a position focused primarily on student 
food services, also shared his struggles growing up in a single parent household. Although 
he grew up having both his mother and father around, his dad passed away when he was 
young. After losing his father, his mother took on another job and worked hard to provide 
for him and his sibling. He mentioned how he and his siblings were fortunate because his 
mother managed to get paid sufficiently to support her children, but since she was always 
busy working, they only got to see her on Sundays. However, she always reminded them — 

“you are lucky to be able to have food at your disposal because many kids do not have the 
same opportunity you do.” For this reason, since entering post-secondary education, he 
has been helping with food services on campus and trying to help students who are facing 
challenges in food accessibility.

All three participants came from families whose roots are not from Canada, they were 
either first- or second-generation immigrants or international students. As Tina Moffat 
et al. highlight, immigrant families experience more food insecurity than non-immigrant 
families in Canada, though immigrant families tend to adapt and change their diets to the 
host country they are in (Moffat et al. 2017, 16). In this case, both Mike and Valentino 
witnessed the challenges and obstacles first-generation immigrant families can face when 
adapting and navigating life in a new country. Although they learned to “adapt” to living 
in a new country, it had a significant impact on their subjective understanding of what 
food insecurity is. They developed a reference point of what it feels like to be food insecure. 
Conversely, for Sophia, this has been an ongoing challenge she has encountered during 
the time she’s been at York University. 

Alternately, all three of the participants expressed their subjectivity through the 
embodied reflection of their life experiences. Throughout the interviews, family was 
brought up when discussing their understanding of food (in)security their situation. 
Henry argues that food insecurity amongst college students is usually caused through a 
combination of events, of which divorced and single-parent households became reoccur-
ring factors (2017, 12). Valentino and Mike expressed how their mothers became single 
parents, either through divorce or the loss of their father. Although, during the time the 
interviews took place they were food secure individuals, they grew up in a food-insecure 
household. Furthermore, Sophia was also very outspoken about the importance familial 
relationships and how her perceptions of what food insecurity means through her upbring-
ing has changed as she got more involved with the York University community. It is worth 
noting that even though she identifies as food insecure, back home her family can afford 
sufficient food, which she described as being healthier than the food she can acquire here 
for the same price. 

These findings also show that experiences and perceptions of food (in)security are 
influenced by family experiences, and it was more likely for participants to understand 
food insecurity based on their own experiences. In many cases, food insecurity among the 
student population has been linked to family experiences of low socio-economic status 
and what Henry calls “tipping points” (combination of events that prevented students 
from being able to manage for themselves), which was evident in the experience the par-
ticipants encountered as kids (2017, 12). Moreover, many students who are food insecure 
get motivated to keep attending school by making it a goal to get a degree, with the prior-
ity being aimed at securing a better job and career so they can financially assist a family 
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member. This “prioritizing” outweighs the hunger many students are faced with (Henry 
2017, 6). This reflects Sophia’s experience when she mentioned that, “there is this need to 
give back to your parents and you cannot mess it up now. That is the only thing keeping 
me up right now.” This further illustrates the significance family plays in influencing the 
student’s subjective understanding of food insecurity and through that understanding, how 
they develop methods of overcoming the challenges. 

Food Consumption and Evaluation of Access
Above I demonstrated the influence childhood upbringing can have in participants’ sub-
jective understanding of food (in)security. However, Valentino and Sophia’s embodied 
experiences throughout their childhood also had a significant influence on their conceptu-
alization of food access in terms of quantity and quality. Furthermore, students expressed 
how the way they navigate university grounds when it comes to acquiring food, reflects 
the influence family learned behaviors have had on them. While both students spoke about 
the impact of lack of money on food access, Sophia focused on the issue of healthier food 
options on campus while Valentino stressed the issue of accessing sufficient quantities of 
food.

Valentino explained how food insecurity has come to affect his personal life by render-
ing him more “open-minded” and understanding of people’s food insecurity reality. He 
explains this affect on his personal life:

Well, honestly I understand that I’m one of those people that are blessed to have 
access to all those foods, but I would say that this topic impacts me not directly 
because I do not need to worry about whether I’m going to have three meals a day, 
but I understand there are people that are struggling and its helped me become 
open-minded and understand why people are going through those situations.

For Valentino, accessibility to a variety of diverse food options and ability to consume 
three meals a day illustrates his conceptualization of food access and (in)security based on 
quantity. It is also noteworthy that in Valentino’s experience, the opportunity to acquire 
meals from his household is always an option, and if he wakes up early enough, he brings 
a “Nutella sandwich” to campus. However, he emphasized that he sometimes gets meals 
on campus, but usually he only spends money on cheaper items like chocolate milk from 
Tim Hortons or the occasional hotdog from the stand outside the student center.

On the other hand, Sophia expressed her conception of food insecurity on criteria 
distinct from Valentino, mainly because she is still experiencing the harsh reality of having 
to face the challenges and difficult experience of food insecurity. Throughout the interview, 
she expressed her concern and experience with food quality and health. She brought up 
how “back home healthier alternatives are cheaper than here,” and how her parents taught 
her to appreciate the journey of going to their local supermarket where food is always fresh 
and less processed than the food options she has access to at York. She noted how the way 
she navigates school grounds, social relationships, and family relationships are greatly 
influenced by her situation. In her case, she is struggling to maintain her previous life-
style due to her being an international student and having to adapt to new societal norms. 
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Although she experienced food insecurity even when she was living in the Dominican 
Republic, she was able to have access to healthier alternatives and a greater variety of 
food options, but now she had to adapt to the resources that are available within York 
University grounds.

York University has a food support center that aims at providing food and basic needs 
available to students who are in a position where they can no longer afford to purchase 
these items for themselves. In contrast to Henry’s claim that students avoid seeking help 
due to “overwhelming feelings of shame from the inability to provide for themselves” (2017, 
11), Sophia saw the food support centre as a helpful resource. Yet, Sophia did try to avoid 
the food centre when she could, not out of shame, but distrust. She explained that “there 
is something about getting food for free that I do not like. It makes me wonder if there is 
something wrong with the food.” She made the remark after explaining how the food sup-
port center had meat and vegetables available in the food center and how she never really 
trusted it. Usually when she went to the food center, she reached for the canned foods and 
easy-to-make meals. While she struggled to hold on to her previous lifestyle, her experi-
ence of going to the university food center, discussing food insecure issues with colleagues, 
developing coping mechanisms, and even acquiring food has been greatly influenced by 
her food accessibility within York University grounds. It has become part of her daily life, 
a situation that has become embedded within her current lifestyle.

Furthermore, when asked what York University can do to provide students with more 
accessible food and healthier food options, Mike responded by saying “that is something 
that York is really behind on, so if you look at Ryerson and UofT, over the last few years 
they have studied and remodeled the food that they provide on campuses.” He emphasized 
how Ryerson University and University of Toronto have begun approaching the emergent 
issue of food accessibility and healthier food alternatives by either hiring “professionals” to 
investigate the food supply and food services for their school campus or canceling previous 
contracts with suppliers. 

In contrast, York has an agreement with a large food services corporation Aramark 
and most of the restaurants outside of the student center are owned by them. They have a 
monopoly on the food that they are providing, which Mike suggests are providing things 
that the company thinks will sell the most or have the highest profit. Therefore, he sug-
gests that York needs to investigate how they can provide a healthier food model for the 
school. He also outlines how there are small organizations within York that help pro-
vide healthier alternatives for students, such as the farmers market that is available every 
Wednesday, which sells fresh fruit and vegetables so students can obtain these items at 
cheaper prices. However, he feels York should follow Ryerson and UofT’s steps and at least 
conduct a study as to how they can improve the food services on campus.

Campus Dynamics 
The campus accessibility to food became another common theme described by the three 
participants, which brought forth unique subjective experiences. Campus food access 
has come to affect many of the students, especially the ones living on campus. Although 
universities have aimed at creating programs and services, such as meal plans, to increase 
access to food options for students, Peterson and Freidus found that many of the students 
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they interviewed who had meal plans still expressed concerns on food accessibility (2020, 
133). Additionally, they found that student meal plans are usually limited and forced stu-
dents to ration their meals near the end of the semester. However, programs and services 
are only fragments of the spatial and temporal reshaping of students’ food accessibility on 
university campuses. 

Like many students who live in residence, Sophia had to acquire the meal plan to get 
access to food and in her case, she acquired the bronze meal plan, which she explained was 
the cheapest of the options available. However, she mentioned meals increased in price in 
comparison to the previous year, which created further implications for her and her family. 
She explained how most students, like herself, that acquire the meal plan usually run out 
of funds around February, short of the end of the semester in April. Sophia also noted that 
the moment her meal plan ran out she inclined to use the food support center as a way to 
cope with the lack of food she experienced. She also obtained a job on campus to cover, 
amongst other things, her food expenses, but most importantly she obtained a job because 
she did not want her parents having to worry about sending her money all the time.

When it comes to on-campus foods, many students experiencing food insecurity 
develop coping strategies such as buying cheap fast food, sharing food with roommates, 
suppressing hunger with excessive fluid intake, and downsizing meals (Henry 2017, 14). 
However, when it comes to fast-food restaurants, one of the factors many of the studies 
failed to address was the relationship between meal plans and access to quality foods. 
As mentioned before, Sophia had the bronze meal plan, but she explained many of the 
food options available to purchase through the meal plan are, for the most part, fast-food 
restaurants. Yet, even without a meal plan, the food available in both the Food Support 
Centre and York University is not always the healthiest option. Within York University 
many of the restaurants available are fast-food chains, in which Wendy’s, Popeyes, Pizza 
Pizza, Bubble tea, etc. become widely used spaces for students to purchase food due to 
their cheap prices. 

Moreover, York’s campus is divided into two complexes which includes different fac-
ulties. Sophia pointed to how the two complexes provided different food options. Within 
complex 2 students had more access to healthier alternatives such as salads, healthier 
breakfast options, and even the option to buy edible grass. Meanwhile, complex 1 provided 
cheaper and more unhealthy options such as pizza and fast-food items. The distinct groups 
of food options between the complexes illustrates the uneven spatial distribution of food 
quality across the York University campus. 

Furthermore, Mike discussed throughout the interview how usage of the Food Support 
Centre has grown over the years. During the time the interview took place they had expe-
rienced exponential growth of customers with an average of 2000 students a month. 
Moreover, emergent studies on student food insecurity have noted the rise of tuition cost 
to be a rising factor in implicating student’s food experiences within the campus. Besides 
the rapid increase, Mike suggested that since the Ontario Student Assistance Program 
(OSAP) had decreased their financial aid for students by 20-30% while tuition prices 
only decreased by 10%, student that have depended on OSAP funding were left with 
10% less funding. As Mike mentioned, this 10% could harm those students that relied 
on that money for food or rent, which could explain the increase in Food Support Centre 
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usage. However, in response to my question about whether the food provided by the Food 
Support Centre was healthy, he replied saying:

Well we try our best to have healthy choices, but what happens is we end up getting 
what students request, and most of the time the students that use our service live 
in the Village (right off campus), and those are not ideal spaces because there 
around 8–12 students living in the same house and you have those students sharing 
one kitchen, so must students request easy to prepare meals, whether that is mac 
n cheese, easy to prepare noodles or canned vegetables because they do not have 
the time to prep a meal.

In some cases, students living in residency often aim at obtaining quick, easy-to-pre-
pare meals because most of them do not have access to proper kitchen appliances to store 
and cook food (Henry 2017). Correspondingly, Sophia mentioned not always being able 
to buy healthy foods because of the price or because there is one kitchen that resident 
students must share, which means she had to adjust around others’ use of the kitchen to 
prepare her meals.

Moreover, when talking about the OSAP and tuition changes with Mike, he men-
tioned how he feels that the “powers at play” (whatever level of government) do not have 
cohesive understanding of how policies impact marginalized folks. They do not realize 
how these changes to policies can affect a student’s decision on whether to eat or not eat. 
Furthermore, emergent studies on student food insecurity have noted the rise of tuition 
cost to be a rising factor in implicating student’s food experiences within the campus 
(Henry 2017; Hughes et al. 2011; Peterson and Freidus 2020; Regan 2020). 

Therefore, these findings show how campus spatial factors such as the separation of 
healthy and less healthy food options into the two complexes, kitchen access for students, 
and engagement with the Food Support center come to reshape student’s food access 
within the university. Additionally, students experience food accessibility and thereby food 
insecurity within university campus on a temporal dimension as well. For Sophia, this 
was emphasized through the pressures she had to overcome when her meal plan ran out 
before the end of the year. Peterson and Freidus also noted in their findings how “despite 
the potential for campus meal plans to increase access to food, students with and without 
meal plans are equally vulnerable to food insecurity” (2020, 132). For Sophia, not only did 
she have limited access to food quality and quantity within university campus, but she had 
to find alternative method of food access when her meal plan ended early. This brings to 
light how other students may find themselves in similar situations based on the spatial and 
temporal effects university grounds can have on student food accessibility. 

Conclusion 
Recent efforts towards understanding food insecurity among the post-secondary student 
population has revealed the complexity of this growing issue. In many cases, students are 
faced with several different factors that come to shape their own lived experiences and 
understandings of insecurity that research has yet to explore in depth. For instance, Regan 
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argues that to understand the stratification implications of food insecurity among students, 
more research should be done to understand if the case of food insecurity is a “pre-existing 
or college-specific phenomenon” (2019, 8). However, the stories and embodied subjec-
tive experiences of food (in)security among the participants paper bring forth a different 
understanding on how students perceive food insecurity within university grounds and 
in their daily lives. 

Through this article I have shown that individual self-perceptions and experiences 
of food (in)security have a more relational, contingent dimension than the literature 
might suggest. The analysis based on the interviews illustrates that individual and moral 
concerns created by family/ childhood upbringing, economic situations, intersubjective 
experience, and campus dynamics (both spatial and temporal) influence the social and 
subjective experience of food insecurity. The findings of this study emphasized how fam-
ily and childhood upbringing had a significant impact in influencing participants’ food 
consumption and formation of subjectivity. All three participants discussed their under-
standing of food insecurity to be influenced by their childhood experiences such as living 
in single-parent households, growing up in a food insecure household, and having family 
members in other part of the world that are currently food insecure. Mike and Valentino 
perceived the difficulties and challenges they experienced throughout their childhood as 
opportunities to help and understand others who are currently facing similar situations 
to what they went through. Yet, such experiences have also shaped the way they navigate 
food consumption on campus and the ways they engage with campus services and food 
programs for students. For Sophia this was highlighted in her comments on access to 
healthy food options (quality) on campus based on her experience of food accessibility 
when living in the Dominican Republic. Furthermore, Valentino’s comments and expe-
rience emphasized the importance of quantity and diversity of food accessibility when 
addressing discussion on food insecurity

Moreover, throughout the university campus, students are faced with spatial and tem-
poral factors that reshape their food accessibility. The spatial factors were further illus-
trated by Sophia’s experience in both the distinguishable food option availability based 
on geographical locations (complex 1 and complex 2) within campus and the constraints 
of sharing dorm room kitchens. However, the temporal factors outlined by the pressures 
and “longevity” of meal plan usage within campus, and shift towards Food Support Center 
engagement throughout her semester(s), has also further impacted students experienc-
ing food insecurity. Participants stressed the need for York University to contend with 
the effects of food insecurity on marginalized students. The lack of engagement by these 

“powers at play”—whether enacted by government or institutional level (such as York 
University)—to the issue of food insecurity and its effects on the marginalized students is 
something that all three of the participants perceived as an issue that should be acted upon. 

Therefore, the conflicting narratives of “the starving student”—capturing the experi-
ence of food insecurity through the insufficient access to food—and “the freshman 15”—
capturing the challenges of accessing healthier food options—that often get recognition 
among post-secondary students highlight the fragmented subjective experience students 
face when entering post-secondary education. Food (in)security in the context of subjectiv-
ity can only be understood as always being in motion and transforming; it is not something 
that can be understood as a whole, but through fragments of the subjective experience. 
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This ever-transforming subjectivity comes to shape the performance and awareness of 
one’s behavior within a given space, driving the construction of identity through agen-
tive acts that participants evaluate and remake (Homewood 2015). Each participant has 
become aware of who they are and how food insecurity has come to take shape in how they 
navigate their social relationships, food acquisition, knowledge production, educational 
grounds, and family relationships.

Through this research, I have demonstrated that there is a need to attend more to 
post-secondary students’ relationship to food (in)security and the complexities that shape 
it. There is a need for more research on the role institutions play in the reinforcement 
and co-production of food insecurity amongst university students. Therefore, I hope this 
research points to where such research might focus and how future work might improve 
post-secondary student’s current challenges. Without addressing student food insecurity 
on campus, universities perpetuate systemic inequities and thereby, further replicating the 
conflicting narratives of the freshman 15 and the starving student.
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The Greek economic crisis caused chaos in the lives of citizens and as a result many individuals 
suffer from anxiety and stress. Neoliberal markets have assisted in facilitating alternative self-
care rituals to help citizens of Athens take control of their mental health. These markets provide 
alternative healing services and products to treat individuals from everyday stress and anxiety. 
This research project utilizes ethnographic methodology to understand how self-care rituals, 
such as coffee cup readings, evil eye exorcism, healing stones and evil eye merchandise play a 
significant role in improving mental health in the lives of adult Greek citizens. The interlocutors 
report that the use of alternative self-care rituals have positive therapeutic benefits in their 
lives. These products and services embody a rich cultural history, but over time are questioned 
and stigmatized due to the rationality in relation to current scientific advancements. This pa-
per explores the sociocultural significance of alternative self-care rituals and understanding of 
mental health in Athens, Greece. This study is an effort to show despite the stigma towards 
alternative healing methods, these methods deserve our attention as they report to have a 
significant impact on consumers lives and identities.

KEY WORDS Greece, economic crisis, holistic health, fortune telling, mental health, healing 
stones, evil eye
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Fortune Telling, Healing Stones and the Evil Eye
The Impact of Alternative Self Care Rituals on Psychological Harm on the 
Neoliberal Body and Personal Well Being in Athens, Greece

People come here because they know when nothing works, we have an answer. 
Rose quartz is for attracting love and amethyst is for protection during difficult 
times. It helps you throughout your life, it helps to protect you from the unknown 
and evil eye. There’s a stone for everything and it’s the answer to all your troubles. 
Since the crisis, we had more people coming in to ask for help to improve their 
situations. They come here because they know these stones heal and they work. 
Their problems are no more.1

I examined the amethyst stone the store owner, Apollo, handed to me while he went on 
to further explain its healing properties. I followed him to the front of the store where he 
brought my attention to a side table made of a large sparkling amethyst geode holding up 
a glass tabletop. Apollo told me the story of a client who was impressed by how amethyst 
had changed her life. She asked to get custom side tables made so she would be protected 
at home. Apollo ended the story by saying, “[l]ife will now only get better and those who 
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use the stones know that. I am certain of it.”2 He went on to explain how business signifi-
cantly increased after the disruption caused by the Greek financial crisis. The individuals 
who came to his shop were suffering and looking for answers to make their lives better. 
When there was nothing else to help them out, they came back to holistic healing methods 
either referred by friends, family members, strangers or because of their own research. 
Apollo stepped aside to pull out some books illustrating the healing properties of a variety 
of stones; each and every stone or crystal on earth embodied a powerful healing force. 
It was evident in Apollo’s explanations and well-researched books: there was a stone for 
everything, and it healed all the problems or concerns anyone had. 

As I browsed through these books, I began to think about an incident that happened 
this morning. The fire alarm in my apartment went off because a friend was burning sage 
to cleanse the apartment. The ritual she explained was used to get rid of negative energies. 
Eventually, the fire alarm stopped but after hearing Apollo’s stories and browsing through 
these books, I began thinking about how burning sage was another way to relieve stress, 
providing a sense of certainty and comfort. My friend, Liza, was not the only one in my 
class who actively participated in this ritual, and all those who did happened to convince 
others of its magical properties. 

Just like burning sage, the healing stones were used by the many citizens of Athens 
who came to the store to relieve their self-diagnosed anxieties and stresses due to the 
aftermath of the crisis. Other popular practices used were evil eye merchandise, evil eye 
exorcisms and Greek coffee cup readings. Each of these methods held a deep significance 
for individuals and as reported by my interlocutors, these products and rituals only made 
their lives better. These products and services were all powerful tools shaping the lives of 
the individuals who used them, especially when there was disruption in their lives. 

• • •

The economic crisis in Greece caused drastic changes in many lives and citizens are suf-
fering as a result. The financial crisis is spoken in terms of economic and political factors, 
but less is spoken about the impacts it has on the well-being of people (Knight 2017, 168-
167). Not only is the crisis directly impacting the economy, but it is leaking into citizens’ 
personal lives, impacting their cost of living and mental health. This is evident in other 
Greek studies all depicting the correlation between the economic crisis and mental health 
(Panourgia 2016; Efthimiou et al 2013; Dallas, Barousta, and Dein 2020). Individuals are 
not able to live as they did due to cuts and have lost a sense of normalcy in their every-
day life. The economic crisis has caused prices to inflate in the country while drastically 
reducing salaries of citizens leaving them with less than half of what they used to earn 
(Panourgia 2016, 113-128). There is a lingering insecurity with the unpredictability of daily 
life tasks such as relationships, safety, and stability that contribute to a decline in mental 
health (Panourgia 2016; Efthimiou et al 2013).

Due to the stigma towards mental health and the economic crisis resulting in greater 
psychological impact (Tzouvara, Papadopoulos and Randhawa 2016, 12), individuals in 
this study have reported to take matters in their own hands. The stigma is associated 
with fears of social discrimination (Tzouvara, Papadopoulos and Randhawa 2016, 1-2) 
and as result there is an increase in suicide (Antonakakis and Collins 2014 in Tzouvara, 
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Papadopoulos and Randhawa 2016, 12; Panourgia 2016). They realize their situation is 
causing them harm and in order to combat it they have turned to alternative healing prac-
tices. These holistic methods have been used by individuals as a means to feel better, bring 
luck, or bring change to current situations (Carlos 2018; McClean 2006; Seremetakis 
2009). The turn towards these methods could be linked with biomedicine not meeting 
their own needs or due to the stigma attached with self-diagnoses of dealing with feelings 
of stress and anxiety (McClean 2006; Efthimiou et al 2013; Herzfeld 1981). Conducting 
and participating in these rituals helped to alleviate illness and healed them in all domains 
of their lives: socially, biologically, spiritually and psychologically. Interlocutors reported 
their use and belief in these practices sparked when they had reached a tough period in 
their lives because of the economic crisis. Despite having these rituals available through 
generations, the value of them, as interlocutors reported, was realized when they turned 
to these rituals during their darkest times.

Using an anthropological methodology to understand these alternative care practices 
will incorporate a cross-cultural approach to further dwell into the issue of mental health 
in Greece.  A cross-cultural understanding provides the framework to look at the benefits, 
commonalities, and limitations between alternative healing and biomedicine (Millman 
2011, 88; Micozzi 2002; Kleinman and Hahn 1983). This ethnography shows how differ-
ent forms of alternative healing caused a significant impact in the lives of users. It allowed 
them to have a space where they could be open to share their problems and alleviate them 
without feeling any shame or worry. A commonality that strings these rituals together is 
meaning and trust, which are key elements to help heal in both alternative healing and 
biomedicine (Welch 2003; Millman 2011; Micozzi 2002). There are many different rea-
sons why this path for healing is chosen by individuals; some of those reasons are religion, 
socioeconomic status, and societal and cultural influences (Carlos 2018; McClean 2013). 
Each culture views mental health differently and has beliefs set based on these views. 
Despite biomedicine being a dominant paradigm for health, it is not the only answer 
to mental health related problems, and does not take into consideration social and cul-
tural influences (Millman 2011, 81). In Greece, culture is an influential factor for mental 
health and instead of getting therapy many individuals rely on family and friends (Dallas, 
Barousta, and Dein 2020, 723). It is important to understand the causes of illness and the 
techniques that can be used to treat them, as this in return can help build more efficient 
integrated models of health care.

As I navigated the city of Athens from my apartment to various shops and cafés, I was 
interested in learning about my interlocutors’ personal stories of how they used different 
practices as a means to cope through difficult times. Moreover, I came across articles and 
media posts depicting the transformation that alternative healing methods had on the 
lives of people in Greece, and as a result many healing stone shops came into business 
as well as cafés offering fortune telling services. This article explores different alterna-
tive self-healing methods and practices that the citizens of Athens employed to alleviate 
their stresses and anxieties. Through examining the narratives of my interlocutors, this 
research will explore the significance and roles that these alternative healing practices 
had on their lives, the socio-cultural and political significance of these practices, and how 
these alternative healing practices can broaden our understanding of mental health and 
biomedicine. I argue that the increasing interest and participation in alternative self-care 
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practices reflects wide-spread anxieties about the economic situation in Greece; people 
are turning to practices such as healing stones, evil eye exorcisms and fortune telling in 
order to achieve a sense of personal control over their well-being. Further, these practices 
are being reshaped through neoliberal ideologies of individualism as there is an insurgence 
and demand for neoliberal markets providing services and merchandise for self-care as 
a direct result of the economic crisis.  The contributions of this study will help to under-
stand cross-cultural self-care rituals and perspectives on mental health. These different 
practices can reach the attention of others to help them cope and help medical profes-
sionals learn other ways to help their patients besides the traditional biomedical approach. 
As one interlocutor put it, “[s]ometimes we don’t know the answers to many things and 
these so-called superstitions or magic are used as an alternative in the hope of gaining new 
information and gain therapeutic or healing benefits.”3 

Methods
In order to grasp the understanding of the alternative healing practices used by my inter-
locutors, I employed the methods of participant-observation, and informal and semi-
structured interviews. To determine my key locations for this study, I researched nearby 
stores or cafés that offered fortune telling services or sold healing stones. My field sites 
were primarily located at the Healing Stone shop, Café, and various evil eye merchandise 
vendors. From there, my secondary research locations arose from shop owners referring 
me to other individuals they thought would help me gain further insight into alternative 
healing methods. In addition, I called these locations ahead of time to determine if there 
were any language barriers, and to my luck many of these locations employed their very 
own interpreter. 

I came to Athens as a part of a study abroad program at my university and was unfa-
miliar with the city other than reading about ancient Greece and exploring travel blogs. 
My interest in exploring alternative healing methods dealing with stress and anxiety 
stems from my interest to learn about coping with mental health and my personal life. 
Furthermore, many of my friends and family have adopted unique self-care methods to 
deal with their everyday stress and anxiety that they have encouraged me to try as well. I 
was familiar with crystals, evil eyes and fortune telling based on my own cultural under-
standing, however, I wanted to learn and understand their personal and cross-cultural 
significance, how they worked and their specific use in the Greek culture.  

Adapting to life in Athens was not as difficult as anticipated due to the cultural differ-
ence and language barriers. This was because I familiarized myself with cultural norms, 
dynamics, and interactions among the participants to provide a comfortable and risk-free 
environment for interlocutors to engage in. However, issues arose at times when I asked 
individuals about their uses of alternative healing methods because—unbeknownst to 
me – the topic of my research was taboo. This was due to many reasons like the rituals 
being considered outdated customs, the belief the rituals would not work if they were 
spoken about out loud, the pressure to fit into modern society, and for some it was a secret 
they wished not to share. After this discovery, I thought it would be difficult finding par-
ticipants, but interlocutors were interested and felt it was important for people to finally 
realize these rituals and products have positive benefits. I met and built rapport with many 
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participants by deep hanging out at these shops, who came from a wide range of professions, 
such as doctors, students, business owners, and teachers. They all had come to consume 
these rituals or gather particular products as recommended to them as a way to deal with 
their stress and anxieties.  

During my time in the field, I heard many narratives of people paying a lot of money 
to individuals who turned out to be con fortune tellers. These individuals were fooling 
people into believing they would help them and get rid of their misery, but instead con-
tributed to their problems. While some laughed and called these incidents a good lesson 
for the individuals who believed in fortune tellers, others empathized with their pain. An 
interlocutor described the situations of betrayal as being devastating and losing hope for 
humanity. “People just take advantage of poor lost souls” he said.4 Others I met said they 
did not want to fall into the trap fortune tellers created so they avoided them at all costs 
and warned me to do the same. Some individuals were confused about why I cared about 
alternative healing methods and suggested I see a professional biomedical doctor instead 
because “they treated real problems.”  

Participant-observation initially began by quietly observing my surroundings and 
examining interlocutors’ behaviours and expressions when they visited shops and cafés to 
receive alternative healing products and/or services. This allowed me to better understand 
these healing alternatives and develop an unbiased perspective of these methods, which 
helped me better develop my research questions for when I immersed myself in the field 
as a participant rather than observer.

I was an outsider in Athens studying abroad for the summer, but in these spaces, I 
was connected with citizens of Athens as I became a subject of my own research. There 
were a few circumstances when interlocutors felt I needed to be protected from the evil 
eye and rushed to conduct exorcism for me. I found these circumstances interesting parts 
of the journey that helped me think more about the process of these rituals and beliefs 
as I became part of them. It was confusing for me at first and I wondered if something I 
said was lost in translation, but like the sage burning performed by Liza, the underlying 
intentions were good.

These methods helped me gain a deeper look into the lives of my interlocutors as well 
as examine specific care rituals and products. The research questions focused on the nar-
ratives that led my interlocutors to embrace alternative health practices and how these 
practices impacted their everyday lives.  I spent time speaking with both shop owners and 
consumers, as getting insight on both sides would help me to get a view of understanding 
how one feels, thinks, and acts in curating and consuming self-care rituals. 

Discussion
This section explores three different alternative self-care rituals practiced by interlocu-
tors: evil eye merchandise and exorcisms, healing crystals, and Greek coffee cup readings. 
These narratives demonstrate the role alternative healing methods play in the lives of 
individuals and the significance it holds for them.

The evil eye ritual, healing stones, and coffee cup readings were passed down by gen-
erations as a form of healing (Korkman 2013; Dallas, Barousta, and Dein 2020; McClean 
2013; Carlos 2008). The objects used in these methods, whether it be stones, charms, or 
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coffee cups are relevant in their time and place (Tsang 2004, 94-95). The use of these New 
Age beliefs  is to ward away the bad and bring in the good and used in a complementary 
manner in combination with Greek Orthodox beliefs (Roussou 2011; 8).5 This is seen 
in the use of the evil eye exorcisms as they are a part of religious beliefs and have been 
adapted into present times (Roussou 2011; 8-10). The use of New Age practices in lieu 
of Greek Orthodox practices depicts the creation of individualistic versions of religious 
practices instead of collective practices, as people are influenced by old and new beliefs 
and practice (Roussou 2011; 85-90). Throughout Greek history, alternative methods of 
healing have been used to treat mental and biological illness (Dallas, Barousta, and Dein 
2020; 721). Services like coffee cup reading, healing stones, and evil eye merchandise 
are becoming a part of an emerging neoliberal market for the New Age (Heelas 2008; 
Korkman 2013). They are called New Age despite having a long history because these 
previous rituals were adapted to the present world. These are practices involving holistic 
and multi-sensory exchange (Seremetakis 2009, 340-347). Crystal and spiritual healing 
through engagement with clients’ experiences bring out effective healing and thus hav-
ing a good healer and believing in the healer’s abilities is crucial for the healing process 
(McClean 2013, 62-63).

Feelings of hopelessness in addition to stigma towards mental health has a detrimental 
impact on psychological health. There is a stigma attached to mental health and illness 
due to the negative attitudes of the public and society (Papadoulos and Tzouvara 2014, 1-2). 
The stigma is a result of societal ideologies making it difficult for individuals to take con-
trol of their mental health by seeing a professional or even acknowledging their mental 
health concerns. This shows the Greek economy only cares for their capital, as human 
beings are being treated as commodities and there is no acknowledgement towards human 
care (Panourgia 2016, 122-123). The loss of normalcy and living in a state of uncertainty 
has resulted in an increased suicide rate, for example, in elderly people who feel they have 
no control over their lives anymore and that they are pressured in a way to end their lives 
in order to escape the situation (Panourgia 2016, 122-126). Specific disorders like depres-
sive and anxiety-bound disorders cause suicidal risks as well (Patel and Kleinman 2003; 
Efthimiou et al 2013). 

Section 1: Evil Eye
Walking on the cobblestone streets of Athens, I saw evil eyes all around me. Whether they 
be attached to bags, bracelets, posters, scarves or anywhere else, these often blue and 
multi-colored symbols followed me everywhere. These eyes held a deeper meaning for the 
people of Athens, they were not just tourist merchandise but cultural symbols. They are 
known as the evil eye or in Greek are referred to as mati (Greek Boston 2016). The concept 
of the evil eye has been present since the sixth-century BC, and is described as a stare a 
person may pass due to feeling envious of another person causing them to be harmed or 
to experience misfortune (Greek Boston 2016). In other words, if a person experiences 
any misfortune or were feeling ill “it is probably because someone gave them evil eye.”6 
The harm itself can manifest in a variety of ways like physical pains such as headaches, 
job loss, or an unstable mind.7 The evil eye curse is manifested in physical forms aligning 
with the evil eye givers’ intention. A café owner, Zeus, warned me, “this isn’t something 
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to take lightly--the evil eye impacts all aspects of someone’s life and is the reason for their 
suffering.”8  

I recall an incident while wanting to learn more about the evil eye, I had become vic-
tim to it. I walked into Zeus’ café one evening seeking a chocolate dessert. His café was 
the best for desserts—it had everything!  As I peered through the glass display carefully 
examining what to pick, Zeus began asking me about school. I knew the owner quite well 
by now, as I would visit the café quite often. Whether it was a frappé before class, a snack 
or dessert – I often found myself there. While he was packing up my dessert, I asked him 
if he knew any local fortune tellers that I could visit. At first, he did not understand why 
I would be asking such a question. I reminded him it was for the research project I was 
working on and if he knew anyone who could help.

Zeus told me he did not believe in any of those things but if I had any concerns about 
my future or present, it might be because I have gotten the evil eye. I was confused and 
worried, had I got the evil eye? He told me the evil eye is to blame for all my worries in 
life and reassured me all my worries would be resolved once I undertook an exorcism to 
ward off the evil eye’s curse. He has performed it many times and could relate to what I 
was going through, promising me that within five minutes I would be healed. I tried to 
explain to him I was doing this for research and not to worry about the evil eye for me. 
But something seemed lost in translation: he was concerned for me and was now sure I 
had gotten the evil eye. 

Zeus was now on a phone call with someone and speaking quickly in Greek. It turned 
out he had called his wife and told me to wait. My dessert run had turned into something 
chaotic—what had I gotten myself into? Zeus continued his conversation on the phone paus-
ing briefly asking me to say my entire name. I watched him repeat my name back to his 
wife over the phone and later end the call. He told me not to worry anymore or think about 
fortune tellers, especially the “palm reading gypsies”9—stay away, he warned. Zeus told me 
that within five minutes I would feel much better, but I may get a headache and that is just 
an after-effect of the evil eye removal. It is sign that the evil eye has been warded off. He 
then directed me to take an aspirin if needed. I asked him about the telephone exorcism 
and Zeus explained a woman conducts the ritual using water and oil while whispering the 
prayer into a man’s ear to complete it. I thanked him for helping me out and he offered—if 
I ever felt sick again—to repeat the ritual for me. I left the shop in confusion and tried to 
make sense of what happened. I tried to retrace the experience in the café to recall my 
body language or words I used that gave off any sort of distress. I was taken aback—they 
did this whole ritual just for me, a stranger, who they realized was going through some 
trouble.

This event reminded me of a previous incident that happened the week before to my 
friend and I while heading to airport. The main door leading outside our apartment was 
jammed and we tried, to no avail, every which way to open it. In fact, after several failed 
attempts we accepted our fate: we were not going to Santorini that weekend. We told the 
Uber driver who was waiting outside that there was no way this door was going to open, 
and she could leave. The Uber driver, a woman named Amara, told us to stand back and 
take a deep breath while she tried opening the door one last time. Miraculously, the door 
opened. During our car ride, Amara told us she had used a prayer often used to ward off 
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the evil eye and that is how our door finally opened. Amara admitted the evil eye was a 
tradition forced upon her and she did not really believe in it. She explained that evil eye 
prayers were a way to show affection and security towards your loved ones. Amara resorted 
back to it during her current situation as result of the economic crisis. To Amara the evil 
eye prayer provided comfort and hope for things to get better. My travel companion asked 
her if she could tell us the prayer and its meaning but Amara was hesitant. Amara felt by 
telling us the prayer she would lose her power to remove evil eye curses but assured us if a 
man was present, she could whisper it to him, and he could tell us. Unfortunately, no man 
was present, so we were not able to learn the prayer.

Taking Amara’s point into consideration I asked Zeus some questions about the evil eye 
ritual. For starters, I wanted to know about the words uttered for the prayer, but he told 
me he could not tell me the prayer because it would lose its magic. He reiterated the evil 
eye was real and gave me some examples of how it protected his family. Zeus told me if his 
family did not perform this ritual then his family would be in great trouble because of the 
crisis, but that this ritual saved them. He believed in the power of the evil eye curse but 
was skeptical about fortune telling, which is also said to use metaphysical forces towards 
the betterment and protection of individuals. Reflecting back on my experience, I did feel 
better and more energetic. This could have been due to the ritual or the awe for the altru-
ism to help relieve me from the evil eye Zeus believed I had. The ritual was indeed special, 
and it felt nothing less than magic. 

Zeus and Amara made me reflect on these incidents and wonder why I was getting 
the evil eye. I thought about who I could be getting the evil eye from or what made them 
think I had the evil eye more generally. I headed to a shop that sold evil eye merchandise 
referred by a friend who, just like Zeus and Amara, credits the evil eye exorcism and 
merchandise she wears and sells as the reason she was not severely harmed in the crisis. 
The shop carried all sorts of different colored evil eyes like blue, red, and green. The eyes 
were found on many different kinds of products the shop sold but it was the jewelry that 
particularly caught my eye. I was casually talking to an associate about the charms in the 
shop and she began talking about the evil eye in greater detail. The associate, a woman 
named Alexa, told me about the evil eye and the role it played in her life as well as the 
lives of many fellow Greeks.

This shop was started by her father who would create various structures with the sym-
bol of the evil eye as it was a famous mark. Since then, the shop has been open for many 
years, passed down from generation to generation and now she was in charge with her 
daughter. She described the evil eye as something that held great significance in the Greek 
culture. It provides a sense of protection and good luck for the individual who possesses 
these charms with evil eyes on them. Alexa also wears these charms to protect herself 
from any evil eye curse and says it has worked well for her. She was certain it worked 
well because she had personally experienced it and so have others who come to her shop, 
meaning it would work well for me, too. She mentioned that if there was ever a day she 
forgot to wear her charm, she would feel worried and stressed about the loss of protection 
until the charm was back with her. 

Wearing the evil eye charm makes her feel safe, stress free, and as she mentioned, 
is a key reason why her shop was saved from the impact of the economic crisis. Alexa 
explained she strongly believes if it were not for years of protection through selling evil eye 
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charms to help others, wearing the charms, and evil eye exorcisms she conducted when 
needed, her family would be suffering greatly from the crisis. Instead, her store was run-
ning well and was even in a better position than prior to the crisis. Many individuals came 
into her store to get charms to help them during those difficult times and she expressed a 
sense of gratitude towards helping individuals improve their conditions by supplying evil 
eye charms. Individuals come by thanking her for being around because without her they 
would still be suffering from the anxiety and stress caused by their situations. Her store 
still runs well today, and she feels protected and optimistic about the future for Greeks.

Section 2: Healing Stones
I was introduced to the concept of healing stones back in Canada as it has become an 
increasingly popular way for individuals to improve their psychological health. The use 
of healing stones dated back to ancient times in Greece promising to heal and restore 
the balance in one’s mind, body, and soul connection.10 The popularity of healing stones 
as reported by the shop owner spiked after the crisis. An interlocutor, Apollo, owned a 
healing stone shop in Athens. I do not recall any time business was slow, rather the oppo-
site—he was always busy. Apollo owned the shop for several years and was well versed 
on finding the right stone to heal individuals from any situation or difficulties they would 
encounter. Like Alexa, Apollo told me there was a boom in the business after the crisis as 
many people resorted to finding natural ways to better their situations. 

Apollo’s father was a geologist who loved stones and brought beautiful stones to share 
with the public. He told me there was a growing interest in the use of healing stones 
around the 90s to the 2000s, as more people were keen to learn the meanings of the 
stones. Apollo uses healing stones and has placed them all over his home. Apollo men-
tioned he kept clear quartz and rose quartz in his home because they are known to bring 
in positive energy and love. He further elaborated on positive energy being good fortune 
that wards off negative energies. 

 Many Athenians stopped by the shop, buying various healing stones aligning with their 
concerns to be resolved. The stones are displayed all through stores and made into prod-
ucts like tables, jewelry, and polished stones to put in vases or bags. Apollo emphasized the 
stones helped individuals holistically and even doctors currently practicing biomedicine 
believed in the power of such stones. He brought this up often during our interview and 
offered to connect me with the doctors if I needed reassurance. Apollo mentioned that 
doctors who use healing stones prove its value, as those who are expected to have the 
answers do not always, and they too need help sometimes. Apollo told me not to mistake 
this as a placebo because it is nothing of the sort—these stones are natural healers. The 
stones are said to have a deeper connection that can only be understood by the consumers 
who believe in the power of the stones. 

Apollo illustrated an example of a woman who had symptoms of depression and anxi-
ety. She had lost her job due to the crisis and worried how she would be able to get back on 
her feet. The medical aids she was taking were of no help and it was not until she started 
using healing stones she noticed a positive difference in her life. She came into the shop 
and Apollo suggested stones for her to use according to her situation. The woman left with 
hope and in a couple of months of keeping the healing stone with her, she was now free 
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from depression, anxiety and she even had a new job. Apollo stressed, “because she used 
healing stones it changed her life! Her life is now better than it ever was!”11  He reiterated 
the healing stones actually work if you believe in the power they possess and embrace the 
connection you have with the stone.  

The crisis has increased the interest in healing stones and Apollo is happy to help 
individuals remove their problems with the stones sold in his store. Whether it be black 
tourmaline for wealth or using amethyst to ward away the evil eye, he was well equipped to 
help everyone. I noticed while we were talking many people were eagerly waiting to have 
a word with him so they could find the perfect stones to rid their anxieties and stresses. 
While they waited, people shuffled through books, made photocopies, and were ready to 
devote themselves to the mystical powers the stones held. This place reminded me of a 
pharmacy, but one for spiritual healing, and as Apollo said, “we are helping people in the 
ways physicians cannot.” He definitely did help, as this shop continued to fill with people 
ready to heal thanks to the power of the stones and of course, Apollo’s wise guidance. 

Section 3: Coffee Cup Reading 
Coffee cup readings, also known as tasseography (Chrysopoulos 2015), date back to old 
traditions in Greece. The ritual is conducted using Turkish coffee made by the fortune 
teller or in this case by the barista. The cups used are regular espresso cups not containing 
any symbols, and a fresh batch of coffee. The person who wishes for their fortune to be 
told is instructed to drink the coffee in the cup, leaving the sediments at the bottom to 
settle. The fortunes were personalized as individuals drank from the cup and the residue 
left behind gave insights into the future. The cup is then flipped upside down to reveal an 
array of symbols left to be interpreted by the fortune teller. This also meant each experi-
ence was unique to each individual. 

I found a café known for its coffee cup readings and their coffee. This café had a clean 
white marble interior and a barista bar on the first floor. The second floor was where 
the fortune telling took place. The café opened after the crisis to help individuals with 
their problems as anxieties and stress levels were elevated. Since then, it became popular 
among the public to help relieve their problems by taking better care and control of their 
situations. 

I observed people in the coffee lounge area eagerly waiting for their turns to be seen 
by the fortune teller. They drank their coffees with a look of despair hoping to seek solu-
tions and understand what was happening in their lives. It felt like the same tension found 
in a waiting room at the doctor’s office—anticipating the result of one’s fate as if it was a 
question of life or death. Alongside I observed the clients walking down the stairs after 
their appointment with the fortune teller. Those who were finished with their appoint-
ments came down with huge grins and rays of optimism as if a weight had been lifted off 
their shoulders.  

This particular day, I decided to get my own fortune read to learn more about the cli-
ents’ experience. I observed and made conversation with those around me as I waited to 
experience the fortune teller. It did not hit me until I was called up for my appointment 
that this empty cup with leftover coffee residue would predict my future. I was not sure 
what the fortune teller would tell me nor was I prepared to hear anything devastating and 
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hoped my experience would mirror the joyful clients who zoomed passed me. This empty 
espresso cup was somehow the root to my future and was a sacred object revealing all 
truths when put in the hands of a wise fortune teller. 

I walked up the stairs with my interpreter for the appointment. She asked me ques-
tions about myself and how I found out about the coffee shop. We arrived in a room 
secluded from the café shop and it felt as if I was entering a different dimension. The room 
was filled with tarot cards, fortune telling posters, healing stones, evil eyes and now, a new 
addition, my empty espresso cup. The fortune teller asked me a few questions about my 
birthday, age, and where I was from. I had an interpreter for my appointment because the 
fortune teller did not know much English. The way the fortune teller and translator were 
speaking with me felt as if we were friends rather than strangers in an awkward power 
dynamic where she held all the knowledge of my life and I was there to listen. I felt some 
truths of my future may be lost in translation unlike the other clients. The wording of 
the predictions made them more personal rather than applicable to everyone. Some of 
her comments regarding my past and present I agreed with and others not so much, but 
I hoped her comments of the future would be true. I left the session thanking the fortune 
teller and explaining my project to the translator who was happy to help me with my work. 

While walking down the stairs the translator told me something important. She said 
the fortune teller did not learn to do these predictions but possessed a power she discov-
ered when she was growing up. She has been doing this for many years because she wants 
to help others with their problems especially after the devastating impact of the economic 
crisis. She explained the fortune teller was a healer for everyone but unfortunately, she is 
not able to see her own fortune as she is only gifted with seeing the futures of others. After 
my conversation with the translator and experiencing the coffee cup reading for myself, I 
wondered what returning and new clients thought of this experience and what it meant 
for them.

I came back to the café often to learn more about the clients’ experiences. All of the 
individuals I spoke with agreed that this was very therapeutic for them. A woman I met 
named Ida described her therapeutic experience by saying, “the fortune teller knows 
everything, and she wants the best for me. I trust her and she always helps me resolve all 
my worries – no one else would understand but she gets it, she gets me”.12 To her this was 
more like a therapy session where individuals would seek out the expert to help them talk 
through their worries and come up with a solution. Instead of the client foretelling their 
problems to the fortune teller, she told them what was wrong while the client listened. 
This comparison reminded me of psychotherapy, particularly talk therapy, where individu-
als would talk out their issues with the therapist hopefully feeling a bit better than they 
had prior. Many interlocutors admitted the fortune teller helped them relieve all their 
stresses and feelings of anxiety. They feel they now have more control over their situation 
and are able to make the change they have been wanting. It provides them with courage 
and optimism that everything will be alright. 

Ida’s view of the fortune teller mimics a therapist with whom people build reliable 
relationships and are certain their expertise will free them from their issues sooner or 
later. But some had disagreed--they thought the fortune teller was ridiculous and cunning.  

“They are all cheaters!” one of my interlocutors exclaimed.13 He continued saying, “If you 
have issues, they are caused by someone who has given you the evil eye—that is something 
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worth believing in because it is true and there is a cure.”14 When used purposefully the act 
of fortune telling was improving the mental health of interlocutors as they reported to me. 

Just like evil eyes and healing stones, the coffee cup reading was a service strung together 
by belief and an invisible force helping individuals deal with their anxiety and the stresses 
of life in a way they found helpful. The power of belief along with objects being used for 
healing is what causes the changes. Either someone believes in the magical force with 
all their faith or they are half-believers, individuals who are hesitant to say whether they 
believed or not and are stuck in between (Tsang 2004, 100). The power of belief and the 
altruism is what seemed to thread these self-care rituals together allowing individuals to 
feel healed after their use. It enabled interlocutors to gain the control they lost in the times 
of uncertainty. This claimed magic is an effort to gain control over one’s life and a way to 
provide security (Brune 1983, 55-58). These beliefs have been found to be more adaptive 
for an individual than maladaptive as they provide a sense of hope for protection, security, 
and positive change (Vyse 2013, 76). These self-care modes are a part of holistic health, 
meaning they focus on the mind, body, and spirit connection (American Holistic Health 
Association 2016). These tools and practices for self-care provide individuals with security, 
protection, and a positive change in their well-being. They were protected and saved from 
the severe impacts of the crisis because they believed. In order to better understand the 
significance and rise of alternative healing methods it is important to explore the narra-
tives of users. McClean (2013, 61-62) speaks about learning more about the effectiveness 
of rituals like healing stones by taking a qualitative approach. This provides a depth of 
insight to learn more about the subjectivity, experience, legitimacy, and personal effect it 
has on clients and the healers’ perspectives. This approach is adapted for this article as the 
narratives of interlocutors describe their personal uses and effectiveness of these practices 
providing progress change and protection from the crisis in their lives.  

Conclusion
In the wake of the economic crisis, people look toward the future, turning to various prac-
tices to improve their security and personal well-being. Due to the stigma attached to men-
tal health many people are not able to seek care for their concerns. Rather than seeking 
medical aid to guide them through treatment of stress and anxiety, some individuals resort 
to alternative treatments. As the interlocutors in this research project indicated, when 
these alternative self-care rituals were used they positively improved the mental health 
issues for their clients and themselves. Many people who used these practices have said 
they work, and that biomedicine was not needed for their healing. But that is not to say 
that we should dismiss it entirely because when things do get out of hand it is important 
to seek help of medical professional. The findings of this research indicate an alliance to 
be made with cultural self-care rituals and biomedicine to improve the way mental health 
is understood and treated in Greece. Many people have taken up various forms of alterna-
tive self-care as they turn towards these practices before going to a medical practitioner. 

The purpose of the paper was to explore alternative self-care practices adopted by 
Athenians after the economic crisis to aid in the betterment of their psychological well-
being. These practices are not accepted by everyone and are often dismissed due to stigma 
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or being called foolish, voodoo, or fake, they did have an impact on the lives of those who 
believed in them as well as those who did not. These rituals and products provide comfort, 
therapeutic relief, and hope to interlocutors that their current situation will be better. All 
of these healing stones, coffee cups, and evil eye rituals meant something.  The alterna-
tive self-care rituals were more powerful than the stigma of the people holding it back. 
Individuals built an emotional connection allowing them to understand and learn the 
significance of these healing methods. By exploring alternative ways of healing, different 
from what is considered to be familiar, there are more solutions. The metaphysical forces 
or magic referred by interlocutors helped them to heal and transformed their current state 
for the better. 

Note
This content was presented previously at the Student Conference on Greece at York University 
on March 22, 2019.
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This paper looks to the ways in which memory works as an ongoing force within disrupted and 
displaced lives. Based on storytelling and conversations with family, I tie together the mundane 
and everyday experiences of living and leaving Zenica, Bosnia and Herzegovina during the 
Yugoslav Wars of Secession. Here, in the banal moments of disrupted lives, the waiting and 
going-on that mark an everyday struggle for survival and wellbeing extends into the present. An 
autoethnographic working, this paper adapts personal and generational experiences to discuss 
the complexity of war and migration. In doing so, this paper highlights how the effects of war 
and migration processes, including feelings of fear and uncertainty, remain active hauntings. 
Tales and retellings come to demonstrate the debris that lingers as forces of history, drawing 
the body through memory production passed on generationally through remnants like memory, 
habit, and language. This paper illustrates the messiness of such traces, where storytelling and 
memory work come to reflect the normalized yet innately disordered life. Ultimately, moving 
away from seeing the debris of war and refuge as wholly disruptive and violent, this paper 
instead focuses on how the workings of temporality and storytelling within the migratory 
experience reveal active modes of being-in-the-world. In such modes, memory and storytelling 
evidence durational or nonlinear temporalities, as the past mundane experiences of survival 
continue within the present.
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Rethinking War
Autoethnographic Accounts of Disruption, Debris, and the Ongoing  
Impacts of War

In 1993, my family left Bosnia. In 1991 the republics of Slovenia and Croatia left the 
nation of Yugoslavia. In 1992, the war began in Bosnia. Understood as an interethnic 
conflict, religious divide motivated aggression from Serbian, Croatian, and Bosnian 

military forces, assuming nations, communities, and families could easily divide and fall 
between these lines. In 1992, as the war in Bosnia began, my family left. This departure 
was not and is not simple. It is complex and ongoing with debris that may remain active 
and apparent on both those doing the leaving and the places left. Debris scattering and 
clinging to memories, habits, language, and even physical and bodily traces.

This paper looks to unsettle and reinterpret conceptions of war that focus on violence. 
This is a privilege. It is a privilege to reflect on war as a personal or familial experience and 
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to name only particular traumas – traumas that have caused no physical harm and only 
emotional ones. However, there is something to speak and expand upon: to recognize even 
mild cases as a particular occurrence that may be widespread. This paper is a generational 
and personal working at heart as it looks to how memories of disruption, displacement, 
and waiting change and alter through storytelling.

I have no interest in discussing the details of the Yugoslav Wars of Secession or the 
Bosnian War. To do so creates lines and sides, ignoring the fact that (this) war intended to 
divide and segregate relationships and livelihoods in unnatural, messy, and unnecessary ways. 
Rather, this paper intends to examine this mess: the disturbances and reactions of war on 
civilians. In moving away from seeing debris and disruptions of war as wholly destructive 
and violent, this paper will, instead, focus on themes of waiting, stillness, and decision to 
demonstrate that the most potent elements of humanity exist in the liminal periods of war.

My family’s history has always been a complex topic for me. I have only ever heard 
partial stories —stories that would be conferred amid elaborate tales of my dad’s childhood. 
Like the father-son relationship in the movie Big Fish, I never truly had a sense of what 
was real (Zanuck et al. 2003). The imagery I had developed of my family was always influx. 
Deaths, locations, even family members were always unstable and unknowable. At some 
age, I realized and accepted I would never have a complete or coherent description and 
understanding of my family. Like Lauren Berlant’s discussion of the “good life fantasy,” I 
am reminded that the “dynamics of attachment, self-continuity, and the reproduction of 
life” are messy—not fitting neatly into premade conceptions and descriptions of family 
and lineage (Berlant 2011, 15). Maybe, in the same sense, my parents could never neatly 
share their stories. Their stories never aligned with the ones I was accustomed to hearing. 
There was no comparison; never the worst, while never being extremely interesting either. 
The stories changed each time they were told as if these memories were not finished but 
ongoing, still being felt and understood by my parents. 

I learned to be creative: when to ask questions, what kind of questions would be 
answered, and which ones would never get a response. My parents’ memories and stories 
created a flowering of images and narratives, which came together when I pushed for 
answers. Never neat, never whole.

This paper reflects a methodology that looks to balance the migrant narrative and 
the autoethnographic experience of long-term listening. In rummaging, dealing with, and 
reflecting on the vignettes of my parents’ experience escaping civil war, this approach 
reflects data collection that lacks clear boundaries between familial accounts and my own. 
Here, conversational details such as dates are approximate. In mirroring a lack of preci-
sion in storytelling, where aspects such as dates, duration, and simultaneous events are 
not used to mark personal storytelling, my methodology looks to reflect the heterogeneous 
timeline given. 

Such an approach adapts Kathleen Stewart’s notion of nervous ethnography, where 
the space of alterity can be approached but never arrived at because of the always-partial 
knowledge and shifting way of things (1991; 1996; 2008). As is evident in the redun-
dancy of my parents’ portrayals, and what Stewart argues through the approach of ner-
vousness, storytelling becomes a means to note mimetic representations where events are 
organized temporally and further locate narrators in space and time. This parallels Stef Jansen’s 
(2002; 2006) analysis of interviews in the Post-Bosnian War context, where catchphrases, 
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practiced storylines, or vagueness can be seen as a coping mechanism as straightforward 
stories reflecting dominant discourse provide comfort in uncomfortable times. In this way, 
storytelling becomes a critical method in witnessing self-making through its maintenance 
of nervousness and the contaminated.

The use of narratives post-crisis evidences how the overheard, repetitive, and echoes 
of my family’s stories lend to Ann Stoler’s conception of imperial debris and duress, “what 
is left and what people are left with” (2016, 17). In this conception, stories and ways 
of simplifying complex and uncomfortable experiences that exist outside hegemonic 
attention are produced and managed through these narratives. In order to access and trace 
the debris evident in storytelling, I specifically look to Stoler’s (2009) method, “reading 
along the archival grain,” where the focus is on the granular rather than the seamless 
texture of such accounts. The uneven and nonlinear retelling in this approach becomes a 
means to witnessing the ways in which duress and the past continue to exist in traces and 
hauntings of the intangible. 

The Event/ Event-ness of War
War is often characterized by violence and destruction. There is not necessarily a fault 
in this characterization. War does allow and produces violent acts, atrocities, and loss. 
However, these elements of violence do not occur at all moments; there are moments of 
rest, silence, maybe even peace during war.  

My father describes war as always existing. He explains that this was a projection of his 
grandmother who always bought extra food knowing that war would come, and when it 
did, there would be little left for people. Fear of war and its potential to occur is inherent 
to this geographic location, he explains. My father was in a bar, having a beer with his 
friends when war was declared in Bosnia. They had just finished their weekly basketball 
game when they found out that they were now a part of a nation at war. My father rushed 
home to my brother and mother.

For months there was an anticipation of war beginning in Zenica. And, in some ways, 
it did: life sat in fear. Fear over the lack of food in emptying grocery stores. Fear of attack 
perpetuated by constant sirens signalling threat. Fear of harm and subsequently moving 
to impromptu bomb shelters in apartment basements for safety. Crisis alters conceptions 
of time and space. These moments only become smooth over time, with perspective, 
where an understanding of form can be uncovered and conceptualized. For my family and 
Bosnians alike, the crisis was their state of existence, occurring around them, threatening 
them. War became a force of movement.

Like Brian Massumi’s discussion of George W. Bush’s colour-coded terror alert system, 
life in Bosnia restlessly settled in a state where safety does not “merit a hue,” and fear is 
the new norm (Massumi 2005, 31). Whether bomb or terror alerts, these signals worked 
as “signals without signification,” activating bodily responses through modulating feelings 
(32). Moreover, the power of this fear and its activation, resting on what Massumi labels a 

“perceptual mode of operation” (34), permits fear to be an autonomous force of existence, 
becoming its own self-sufficient power, or ontogenetic (42). 

Such an approach to crisis highlights Janet Roitman’s (2013) notion of crisis as a 
“transcendental placeholder” of a state of emergency, an empty signifier without positive 
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content itself. Yet, for Roitman, while crisis is always asserted after the fact and seems self-
evident, crisis is not a decisive moment but a chronic condition that is not locked into time 
(2013, 9-10). Beyond its structural framing, crisis can be seen as moments of exception 

– the minor – allowing for moments of muted registers of the otherwise.
Here, despite Vincent Crapanzano describing fear and how we act out of fear as due 

to a “much more primordial fear that comes from the absence of any possibility,” life 
moves on (1985, 21). My father describes the stillness that emerges with alarms: “there 
was nothing to do… there was nothing [he] could do.” But, by the 221st or 222nd siren, my 
parents moved on, deciding to play tennis instead of waiting for an end. 

Waiting

We linger because we know from past experience that we can do nothing. 
We linger because we know that ‘the forces of history’ will have their way. 
(Crapanzano 1985, 45)

The concept of waiting in war appears contradictory or tactical. Waiting in war appears 
with soldiers waiting to attack or for the perfect plan of aggression to unfold. This wait-
ing is brief, with an expected end. Civilians face another concept of waiting. Waiting for 
the war to end. Waiting for food. Waiting for loved ones to return. Waiting for stillness, 
even peace. The civilian in war appears to be perpetually in a state of waiting. As Vincent 
Crapanzano discusses in Waiting: The Whites of South Africa, within the horror and fear 
which renders lives in times of crisis, whether the Apartheid or Bosnian War, the tales 
are perpetuated by the media, becoming a time of folklore (1985, 42). At the same time, 
these narratives neglect the reality of waiting: “[w]aiting for something, anything, to hap-
pen” (42).

Authors who examine the effects and rebuilding of Post-War or Post-Dayton 
Agreement Bosnia and Hercegovina, such as Stef Jansen (2015), place focus on the linger-
ing feelings of waiting evident through the sensation of “not moving well enough.” Here, 
feelings of stuckedness appear as a desire for normality. Jansen’s work takes up Ghassan 
Hage’s (2009) notion of stuckedness, where waiting is read as a forced temporality and 
experience of time. Stuckedness in crisis becomes an endurance test for those willing to 
stick it through.

My parents felt as though they were nothing during the war – their lives meant 
nothing in this state. Waiting occurred after the decision to get out. Fear of losing their 
life, of losing each other to a nation at war that did not care about their well-being, their 
lives were constrained, determined to some degree by factors that did not care if they truly 
existed or not. So, they carried on by waiting. 

Waiting during war is an in-between-ness. As Crapanzano notes: “waiting… must be 
appreciated in all of its banality. Therein lies its purity – its humanity” (1985, 43). I notice 
how my parents’ story focuses on the moments that maintained a sense of normal in their 
day-to-day lives. Their renderings remove focus from the prominent and evident events of 
crisis in war: they avoid mentioning the impromptu bomb shelters in apartment building 
basements, the lineups for food, and the distance or worry for family scattered around 
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Bosnia in similar situations. Instead, they define their experience based on events that 
were once mundane tasks that would come to mark loss during the war: the end of weekly 
basketball games, tennis matches, and the number of sirens.

In these terms, waiting is not described as a stuckedness. Instead, akin to Brian 
Massumi’s conception of waiting as a movement, waiting here is regarded as a force both 
involuntary and allowing potential, in turn emphasizing that even stillness allows for 

“severe twists” (2002, 5). In these familial stories of waiting during the war, life and expe-
rience are marked as happening, going-on—a hopeful continuing. When these mundane 
moments of sanctity or ritual are challenged, the structure of waiting changes for them, 
like when their tennis matches were interrupted by bombs sounding off closer and closer. 
This moment of convergence forces a restlessness, where waiting in the meantime is now 
marked by a need to get out.

Distinguishing waiting as an active being-in-the-world and thus distancing from 
notions of the concept as solely passive and reactive, highlights the complexity of the tem-
porality of waiting. Following notions of “durative unfolding,” accredited to Henri Bergson 
(1889) and further adapted by Brian Massumi (2002; 2005), where time is conceptual-
ized as heterogeneous with multiple potential unfoldings, waiting can be accounted for 
as allowing hope in the “not-yet” (cf. Bloch 1959). In this sense, waiting in war may not 
necessarily be a choice but a power that decides this fate “doesn’t just force us down cer-
tain paths, it puts the paths in us, so by the time we learn to follow its constraints we’re 
following ourselves” (Massumi in Zournazi 2002a, 223).

While the act of describing and narrativizing waiting in itself may be a way to 
homogenize history and experience into linear events, the focus on waiting through the 
lens of the mundane emphasizes another timeline of other events unattended and left 
behind by dominant narratives. This maintains a margin of maneuverability. As Jarrett 
Zigon (2018) argues, endurance and feelings of hopelessness highlight how being-in-
the-world consists of continuous temporal shifts and slips, where hope cannot easily be 
conceived as passive or active, or simply as a hope for a better future. Such understanding 
emphasizes that hope is a temporal structure and not just an attitude, where hope becomes 
a method of witnessing the expression of being-in-the-world and acting in the world. Here, 
hope is not solely tied to ideas of a better future, but instead towards an orientation to 
present moment making, where hope is necessary.

Movement and Hope
The breakage of routine and the mundaneness surrounding such events as the last tennis 
match initiated a desire for my parents to find a way out. The stories of leaving Bosnia are 
scattered and thin: moments of intense fear over safety, over a sense of future, over leaving 
family, and over the potential mistake being made, left little desire to recall. The memories 
that remain and are shared, are painted as the most painful parts of the war. My father 
recalls having to make the difficult and risky decision to drive through the war alone in 
order to find resources and the paperwork to leave. The heartache and distress surrounding 
their separation was an intense reminder of their fragility within the circumstances.

After weeks of separation and arduous travel through the ongoing war, my parents 
were able to secure Croatian documents and a place to stay in a distant acquaintance’s 
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vikendica, or cottage, in the Croatian peninsula region of Istria. A temporary resting spot 
in a demilitarized zone, Istria would act as a space to dream, be still, and live again. There 
they would continue to wait for permission to enter Canada. 

The retelling of the near year spent in Istria is hazy and clouded with a filter of seren-
ity and mostly nostalgia. The configurations of these memories hold weight in that these 
were the stories that were told to me over and over again—cherished, relived, and held 
in reverie. After the worst of it, the period of stillness in Istria profoundly shaped a sense 
of dream-like living. 

I am reminded of Kathleen Stewart’s (1996) study and conception of a space on the 
side of the road. Stewart looks to the remnants of biopolitical production in attending to 
and unfreezing narratives of “other America” by imagining spaces like the Appalachians 
as real and desired. Here, Stewart recognizes cultural acts of poesis, or the creation of 
the new through acts of mediation, in aspects such as storytelling and gossip, noting 
how attachments in memory and imaginings come to formulate a world uncontained. 
Similarly, the consistent retelling and focus on this period by my parents flowers a 
romanticized image. The waiting, the stillness, the fear culminates and is overshadowed 
by an image of Istria concocted in storytelling and familial clichés. Such memory work 
in itself is inherently contaminated in its edited, illuminated, fantasy-like formation. Yet, 
as a moment and act of poesis, what is thrown together and pinned down in such fantasy 
is also a generative force and modality allowing for “worldings of all kinds” (Stewart 
2008, 73).

These formulations, created both in the moment and in hindsight, demonstrate, as 
Berlant argues, how slow death signifies and allows for multiple subjectivities and poten-
tials in its initiation, event-making, progression, and affect (2011, 100). Rather than a sub-
mission into a stuckedness, this conjuncture emphasizes agency, in Berlant’s apt description 
as, “…an activity of maintenance, not making; fantasy, without grandiosity; sentience 
without full intentionality; inconsistency, without shattering; and embodying, alongside 
embodiment” (100). The production of storytelling, peace, and joy, evidently opposing 
a sense of uncertainty and loss inherent to war experiences, formulates the role of self-
making as an activity exercised within the ordinary and taken for granted moments, like 
sharing stories with one’s child.

Recognizing how self-making prospers not in moments of major crisis or the traumatic 
but in everyday experiences, emphasizes a world that is not reduced into discrete compo-
nents, but rather one where its manyness remains at the forefront (Massumi in Deleuze and 
Guattari 1987, xiii). Here, space is “open-ended,” meaning people can “rise up at any point 
and move to any other”; this world is “immersed in a changing state of things” (xii-xiii).

These portrayals of event-making allow for and are modes of potential in that these 
moments of other or openness emerge to create somethings (Stewart 2008, 76). Here, 
expressions of fear or stillness challenge notions of an “already-formed system” or mode 
of experience through modification and change (cf. Little 2020, 65). Choice and agency 
exist in the ordinary somethings of war. Despite there being nothing to do, as my father 
describes, to live with persistent fear, the time of war for my family was not just a time of 
insecurity but also a time of possible joy in his eyes. Time in crises operates in these some-
things, where even with a coinciding fear of losing everything, my father narrates that they 
were somehow “living in peace every day.”
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This was a narrative my dad often portrayed. Early memories of my dad opening up 
about his experiences during the war revolve around the idea that escaping to Istria was 
one of the happiest times in his life. Central to this imagery he would conjure up was the 
closeness he had to my mother and brother at the time. He would repeat that in the most 

“challenging moment in their lives,” he and my mother were never closer. They knew they 
had each other and knew they would only find their way together. 

For many years this was the only account I had of my family’s experience of that time, 
and I remember feeling confused and unsure of how to understand joy and peace in clear 
moments of crisis and uncertainty. Ghassan Hage’s description of hope in hopeless times 
as the capacity to experience life transition and movement begins to situate the conflicting 
and almost contradictory experience (in Zournazi 2002b). Hage here reminds us that hope 
exists alongside uncertainty, where doubt can formulate a will to live. In parallel, for Janeja, 
Manpreet, and Bandak (2018), endurance or waiting are categories and experiences that 
coexist with doubt and uncertainty. While such a rendering sheds light on the inherent 
ties of hope, doubt, and uncertainty, they furthermore allow for critical approaches to 
precarious existences in allowing recognition of how these feelings can be forces of social 
movement and energy. 

From my knowledge, my parents have three pictures from this time. With not many 
cherished goods kept or surviving this period, these pictures are a rare reminder of an in-
between life lived in a small Istrian coastal town. Unlike the others, one photo in particular 
maintained a special status in that it was always on display in our home. Slightly back lit, the 
picture shows my brother standing on a short-stone wall, my dad supporting him with a 
hug.  In the distance, the sun sets over the Adriatic Sea. The peace and stillness desperately 
fought for at the time signified and captured in this moment. My dad explains a feeling of 
being overwhelmed by the happiness on both his and my brother’s faces. He would remind 
whoever was listening that my brother was only four at the time. This point, a seemingly 
minor aspect in his narrative, nags and unravels the years he wrestled the complexity of 
my brother’s ability to handle the stress of the time. He explains that my brother never com-
plained about the life lost, of the series of drastic movements and changes. My dad states 
his worry that my brother may have lost a part of his childhood, but maybe this photo 
marks the hope that in Istria, he was able to experience it again.

Memory and Storytelling 

“Yet we remain haunted by the historic past, as if those who lived long ago had 
permeated the earth, continuing to speak to us in ghostly whispers, their presence 
felt in the dank air that recalls their dying breath” (Jackson 2013, 105).

Important memories are often passed on through generations. They become hauntings 
that continue to speak to others as ghostly whispers (cf. Jackson 2013, 105). While feelings 
of powerlessness, helplessness, and vulnerability are prevalent and remain constricting, it 
is the daily release from these feelings that creates something. This release occurs in “often 
magical ways,” like storytelling (Crapanzano 1985, 44). In storytelling, “we pretend our-
selves that we are indifferent to the object of waiting” (44).
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Storytelling as inciting a something recognizes that “despite our rage for order,” our 
reflecting on memories makes clear the innately disordered life (Jackson 2013, 54-55). 
These fragments and debris of happenings that constitute the unfinishedness of life, puts 
at the forefront the unfolding effects of life, where the uncertainty and vulnerability of 
ourselves are the force (Little 2020). Storytelling reminds us and becomes evidence of 
the ways we change and shape-shift. Self-making occurs through these processes in the 
ability to contaminate and “transgress the constancies of space, time, and personhood” by 
stretching ourselves over loneliness, the mysteries, and what is unknown (Jackson 2013, 3). 
As Michael Jackson notes, it is through stories we, “summon these very resources to break 
down the walls that hem them in” (86). These feelings, objects, landscapes, instances are 
not static, and through storytelling, we are able to see and feel the potentials that have 
and may currently exist.

When I tell my story, I share remnants of memories present in my parent’s storytelling. 
I am the celebratory child. Months following my family’s arrival in Canada, I was born. I 
grew up immersed in the continuing of the somethings that exist for immigrant parents. 
I learned a mix of Serbo-Croatian and English, which I was able to retain from day-care 
and school. My parents worked two to three jobs during the initial years after their arrival. 
Eventually, they would go back to school to achieve accepted Canadian degrees or certifi-
cates. Life moved on. For a long time, this moving-on was all I was attuned to, not aware 
it was a moving-on. Stories of the old country changed as I grew older, as the gaps and 
breakage highlighted that these were not normal stories. Departure was not normal. Their 
departure, in particular, was not normal. The things left unsaid in these stories were not 
normal. As Jackson reminds us, there are “certain events and experiences of which we 
choose not to speak,” not because we fear them or our fragility, but because we have no 
words to adequately describe them (2013, 23). “Silence is sometimes the only way we 
can honour the ineffability and privacy of certain experiences” (23). Over two and a half 
decades since they left the war, the debris and memories managed to collect has allowed 
me to curate a story of my parents’ departure and experience in war.

There is one memory in particular my parents have shared that I remember by heart. It 
was told to me so many times as a child that today it has become my own. It always begins with:  

“You know, Lea, we only had one cassette tape in our car when we were in Istria… Me, your 
mother, and your brother listened to it non-stop…” When I hear this story, my mind starts 
to play Neil Young’s “Harvest Moon” as if it was the only record I, too, owned. I hear the 
story and the song hum simultaneously in my ears. Both begin slowly; it is an immersion. 
There I go, subsumed. I feel like I am in the same car—at least what I imagine the car to 
look like as a child again, being driven, almost sunken into the back seat because my body 
is once again small. I hear my father talking to me from the driver’s seat. His salt and pep-
per hair and the tips of his ears poke above the head rest. I look adjacent to him, my mother 
is in the passenger seat. I get a glimpse of the side of her head. It is blonder than usual. 
It looks sun-kissed. I have to shift and extend myself to see through the car window. The 
sun is setting, and we are on a narrow, winding road. I do not give much attention to the 
details of this landscape. Sometimes we are driving along the seacoast. Other times I focus 
on the rocks and pebbles that in my mind characterize Istria’s roads. But the colours of the 
sunset, the sound of Neil and my father combining – how I feel – becomes my memory, a 
product of my father’s storytelling that I, too, would go on to share. 
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Notes
1.  Post-Dayton is referring here to the temporal period following the 1995 Dayton Peace 

Agreement, which ended the war in Bosnia.
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In 1990 a civil war began in Somalia that would change the state of the country for decades. 
With the war came the countless people who fled from the conflict for a safer life. Since the 
90s the rise of Islamic Terrorism has made the conflict even more complicated, further creating 
more refugees in the 2000s and today. In the Somali diaspora, there are a number of communi-
ties in many countries including in Toronto, Canada. As the world has more refugees today than 
in modern history, understanding the journey they take both physically and mentally is impor-
tant as it is a traumatic and often grueling experience. Using the many tools from anthropology 
this article seeks to understand three women who took such a journey to Canada and how it 
plays into larger themes in the Somali Diaspora.
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Three Stories of the Journey to Canada

“No one leaves home, unless home is the mouth of a shark, you only run for the 
border when you see the whole city running as well (Warsan Shire, 2017).”

In 1960 Somalia was declared an independent State bringing an end to the colonization 
of the country by Italy and the United Kingdom since the late 19th century. Somalia’s 
situation was unique because of the deeply embedded tribalism that still permeates the 

country. Abdi Mohamed Kusow elaborates, “even the indigenous Somali government of 
the early 1960s, despite its legitimate authority and strong nationalistic will, never reached 
its subjects across the land (Kusow 1994).” The government established in 1960 did not 
last for long as it could not maintain power over the entire country. This led to Siad Barre 
seizing power in 1969 which would establish a united Somali government that had control 
over the entire country in a way both the colonial powers and the following government 
could not. “Two important factors helped the Siad Barre government to achieve cohe-
siveness. First, the writing of the Somali language enabled the government to reach the 
people through its publications. Second, the restriction and the ban on tribalism in the 
country helped facilitate integration (Kusow 1994).” This ban on tribalism forced Somalis 
who were divided across clan lines to work together as a single united country. However, 
by 1975 the Siad government was unable to distance themselves from the deep-rooted 
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tribalism that had created and maintained the Somali political organization for hundreds 
of years (Kusow 1994). As time went on clans that had felt targeted by Barre had voiced 
opposition, in response to this Barre began surrounding himself with people of his own 
clan further alienating members of other clans (Kusow 1994). These events coupled with 
the disastrous Ogaden War in 1978 set the groundwork for a coup and civil war that began 
in 1991 and is still ongoing today. When Barre was ousted a power vacuum emerged where 
different clans vied for power. Over time this has shifted from a clan-based war to a more 
complicated situation. One that has been affected by the rise of Islamic extremism in the 
last twenty years. 

Both my parents lived in Somalia during Barre’s regime but were lucky enough to 
leave the country two years prior to the war for Canada. However, in the capital of 
Mogadishu, many of my family members had to suddenly leave the city they had spent 
their entire lives in. My aunts and uncles, like many other Somalis, fled to countries 
around the globe. Many settled in countries such as England, Sweden, and Canada not 
only because of the social safety nets offered by these countries but the opportunities 
their children would have in their future. This scattering created a large diaspora so 
much so that virtually every Somali person I have met has family overseas in Europe, 
North America, Asia, or other parts of Africa. Evelyn Hu-DeHart expands on the mean-
ing of ‘diaspora’ further by describing how the traumatic experience of forced removal 
or even voluntary departure for political or economic reasons and subsequent scat-
tering of people over many destinations has become increasingly stretched to cover a 
range of phenomena. Hu-DeHart goes on to draw from Khachig Tölölyan who states 
that the term that once described Jewish, Greek, and Armenian dispersion now shares 
meanings with a larger semantic domain that includes words like immigrant, expatri-
ate, refugee, exile community, overseas community, and ethnic community (Hu-DeHart 
2015). Feeling a disconnect from your ancestral homeland is not uncommon for the 
generation of Somalis born outside of the country. Although Somalis do preserve their 
culture well wherever they go, as marrying outside of the culture is uncommon, it still 
is not the same as experiencing it where Somalis are not the minority (Somalis make 
up less than 2 percent of the Canadian population) (Statistics Canada 2016). For those 
born outside Somalia like me, there is a sense of not belonging anywhere. Even when 
visiting Somalia, as someone born overseas, there is also a sense of not fitting in as most 
people will know you were not born there (they will call you ‘Fish and Chips’ to play-
fully make fun). When I visited Somalia in 2019 it was painfully obvious to the locals of 
Mogadishu that my sister and I grew up overseas, as people would point out the ways we 
would pronounce words, dress, or the knowledge that we had about the country. These 
moments did affect my overall experience a bit as I tried not to speak too much Somali 
to locals because the conversation would almost always end up in them invalidating my 

“Somaliness” even if it was not their intention. This raises the question: with 2 million 
Somalis living outside of Somalia does one have to be born and raised in Somalia to 
be truly Somali (Pew Research Center 2016)? With the ongoing refugee crisis that is 
seemingly getting worse, how can one identify with a single nationality, and what does 
nationality mean in a world that is becoming more and more interconnected? Reflecting 
on my time there I wish I had not let these moments cloud my experience but there is 
something strange about seeing an entire country of people that look like you, speaking 
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a language you understand and a culture that you grew up with but still somehow feel-
ing out of place. What does it mean for the countless people of a diaspora who also 
experience this odd feeling? With more and more diasporas growing larger this notion 
of identity and where one belongs is something a lot more people relate to. Whether it 
is a young British-Somali girl who has never been back home or a 30-year-old Swedish-
Somali man who left Somalia as a young kid. 

The three women I interviewed when starting my research all had different experi-
ences with the system and they also varied in age. Halima, Ayan, and Idil, whose names 
have been changed for the purpose of anonymity, all came from the same city my mother 
was born in and my father grew up in, Mogadishu, which is sometimes called Xamar 
(pronounced Hamar), at least ten years after they had left. I aim to not only understand 
this unique perspective on life but to also examine the ways in which a diaspora operates. 
This article will further examine the ways things such as religion and culture are used 
by the Somali diaspora to keep a hold of our history and to cope with the trauma of war. 
Furthermore, I will aim to also understand the journeys that refugees take both physically 
and mentally and what this speaks to as we enter a world where refugees are becoming 
more commonplace than ever. I argue that it will also reflect on the unique nature of being 
a refugee, the waiting that is endured in the process, and the ways in which they are seen 
as humans by governments but not given the rights of humans. 

Methodology
In my interviews with the three women I talked to I found myself using different types of 
methods to get their stories. As I spoke to them, I remembered to tread carefully. Instead of 
asking questions directly, I had to think of how to adjust the way I asked questions as these 
women were also dealing with the trauma that they had endured. I had to subtly introduce 
ideas and topics so the women would not be jarred. I also knew that with my identity as a 
Somali woman I would also be able to produce work that could be more accurate than the 
coverage done by most, who do not have the same proximity to the subject I have. Being 
a child of Somali migrants to Canada I am in a unique position to understand a lot of the 
feelings migrants have about coming to a new country. As my parents arrived before the 
time the majority of people started fleeing Somalia, there were not nearly as many Somali 
people in Canada as there are today. Although they had quite a few Somali people they 
knew living around them, for the most part there was not the growing and substantial 
Somali community that is seen today. Therefore, with my perspective I can paint a picture 
for just how much the Somali diaspora has grown since my parents moved to Quebec in 
the late 1980s. 

I first had to establish my subject position and understand what I brought to the field. 
Most anthropologists who do research in Somalia (and Africa in general) must deal with a 
history of outsiders using marginalized groups for the benefit of colonial powers. Even in 
the 21st century this is something people must consider when doing research. However as 
someone who is Somali and the relative of several refugees, I had some experience around 
them but never had in-depth conversations with them about the process. It also helped 
that as a woman talking to other women it would be easier to have conversations about 
things such as forced marriage and the dangerous situations for women in Somalia. I also 
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considered the power structures that could influence what the women decided to tell me 
and what they kept from me. For example, something like religion, which is extremely 
important to Somalis, will influence what they decide to tell me.  Furthermore, I had to 
remember to be a lot more careful when talking to Ayan and Idil because they are newer 
to Canada than Halima who has been here since 2016. I had to understand that although 
I was surrounded by many family members who were asylum seekers, I still had a lot to 
gain from listening to their stories. 

In approaching the research, I take cues from James Clifford and George Marcus’ 
work on reflexivity. This was very integral to my research. Talking to refugees already has 
a political connotation as the reason for their displacement is itself political in nature. 
Being reflexive would not only help in my research but would be essential to present 
my interlocutor’s stories in context. As I mentioned, I was raised my entire life around 
Somali culture and someone like me doing this kind of research would be advantageous 
as I have a better understanding of that culture than an outsider. On the other hand, 
my life as someone who was not born or raised in Somalia could have also affected my 
understanding of what I was told by the three women But analyzing what I was told 
using interpretive anthropology with a lot of reflexivity would allow me to not only write 
whatever they were telling me but to address the contexts, cultural and social reasons 
behind why exactly they tell me the things they do. Furthermore, what they choose to 
keep from me and what they believe in by telling me certain things. Somalis are known for 
being very conservative Muslims and having religion influence almost every aspect of their 
lives, this was something I had to consider when the women were telling me their stories. 
What mattered most to me when approaching how to conduct this research was that the 
story and ethnography had to be polyphonic and contain multiple voices that spoke to the 
experiences these women endured. 

Halima
 I had spoken to my mother about wanting to interview refugees, and she informed me 
about a woman she knew, Halima. I quickly took the chance to speak with her as she was 
someone who would give a lot of insight into my research. Once I had set up an interview, 
I quickly made my way to the West end of Toronto to speak with her. Halima welcomed me 
into her home in an apartment building. She lived with her five young children who vary 
in age. As we sat down one of her daughters brought me a bowl of grapes while Halima 
told me about her children.  She had four girls who are 13, 11, 9, and 5 in age and one boy 
who is 7 years old. They were surprisingly calm for children of that age who usually cannot 
sit still from my experience. I spoke to the children for a little bit talking to them about 
online school but as Halima and I began our interview she told them to go to another 
room in a tone very reminiscent of my own mother. Once her children had gone to their 
rooms, we commenced our interview.   Halima began her story by telling me she arrived 
in Canada in 2016 by herself. She had left her children in Uganda where they had initially 
fled from Mogadishu. She explained her experience with the system, “I left Uganda with-
out my children for Canada. As soon as I came into the airport I applied for asylum, and I 
was told to wait for a judge to hear my case and whether I could stay or not.” She went on 
to tell me she waited six months for the judge to ultimately hear her case and let her stay. 
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I asked her what she thought about waiting for six months and she assured me that she 
was, in fact, luckier than most because other people wait much longer than six months. 

Halima told me about how what you say to the judge can impact whether you stay or 
not, and she remembered hearing stories that would make her cry. This makes the case 
that the more tragic the story the better chance one would be granted asylum. This was 
a stark reminder of the ways refugees must use and sell their trauma and compete with 
others who are also in danger in order to survive. She told me that she lived here for three 
years without her children, taking ESL (English as a second language) courses, and work-
ing towards getting her Permanent Resident status to sponsor them.

When I asked her about how she would cope with being away from her children for so 
long, she told me she had trouble sleeping and would not be able to sleep for long periods 
of time. Her youngest who is five years old now was just a baby when she had left them 
back in 2016. She told me she wrote numerous letters to her MP asking to bring her chil-
dren to her but she never heard any response. When I approached the question of why 
she had left Mogadishu in the first place Halima told me it was mainly for safety reasons, 
with the number of bombings and attacks that happen she hadn’t felt safe living there, but 
she had also mentioned the topic of forced marriage but did not elaborate beyond that. I 
wondered why she would bring that up so I told her about how several years before I had 
met a sixteen-year-old Somali mother from Mogadishu who was married off when she was 
fourteen. I brought this story up to Halima and she informed me that this was common. I 
used this story to ask Halima if one of the reasons she had left Mogadishu was because of a 
forced arranged marriage, and she told me that it was. Because of the hold extremism had 
on Mogadishu especially, for a long time, young girls and women getting married against 
their will became normalized. She was arranged to be married to a man she did not want 
to and left Somalia with her—at the time—three small children, for Uganda where they 
would live for a couple more years before coming to Canada by herself in 2016. 

Ayan 
My next interview was with a woman named Ayan. When I told Halima about my research, 
she was the one to put me in contact with Ayan. They both had met when Ayan arrived in 
Canada seven months ago. Ayan was a 34-year-old mother of a 14-year-old son who lived 
in Kenya. Like Halima, Ayan left Mogadishu for Indonesia where she lived for a long time 
before claiming asylum. She lived there by herself leaving behind her son in Kenya. Like 
most Ayan left Mogadishu because of the civil war. She left in 1999 when the conflict was 
already ongoing for eight years and saw no chance of stopping in the near future. She left 
for Kenya, which is home to the most Somali people outside of Somalia with 2.4 million 
Somalis living there (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, n.d.). Ayan is currently taking 
ESL courses because she can barely speak the language but hopes that her son could join 
her soon as she has not seen him since 2013 when she left Kenya. Although Ayan still longs 
to see her son she feels more mentally at peace here than she did anywhere else.

 From both of these interviews what I gathered the most and what kept coming up 
was the theme of waiting. Whether it was Halima, who was away from her children for 
two years, or Ayan who has not seen her son in seven years, waiting has come up a lot for 
both. Apart from waiting to see their children, there was also the time both endured while 
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waiting for a judge to hear their case. Refugees spend so much of their time waiting for 
things that are out of their control and whether the desired outcome happens they have 
to abide by it. Jennifer Hyndman and Wenona Giles explain, “Waiting among refugees has 
become the rule, not the exception (Hyndman and Giles 2011).” Ayan and Halima had no 
promises of citizenship or that their cases would be accepted after being heard from the 
judge, but they still opted to face not only the wait which caused them to be away from 
their children but also the possibility of waiting for a long time only to be rejected. Both 
women’s experiences of being away from their families bear a close resemblance to the 
experiences in an ethnography written by anthropologist Livia Wick. Wick spent time with 
women in Palestine and wrote about the waiting that dictates so much of their lives due 
to checkpoints that stop them from seeing their family members. For one woman it was 
especially painful when it came to the loneliness she felt as her family could rarely visit 
her from a neighbouring village because of the checkpoint and because her husband had 
to work long hours on a construction site. Her loneliness would physically manifest itself 
into a choking sensation at night (Wick 2011). This especially reminded me of Halima 
mentioning how she could not sleep at night being away from her children. For Ayan this 
process of waiting is still ongoing, she doesn’t like to dwell on being apart from her son 
she tells me, it makes it easier after all these years to not think about being apart from him, 
but to think about what can happen once she gets her PR status and is able to sponsor him. 

For both Ayan and Halima, Canada represented a new life for themselves and their 
families. They both expressed to me that they value so much of what the country has 
to offer. Things such as free education for their children, free healthcare, and the gen-
eral peace they feel here compared to where they fled from. Both mothers had almost 
decade(s) long journeys leading them to where they are now, a process not uncommon 
for almost all refugees, and one that takes a severe toll on their mental health. Cindy-Lee 
Dennis, Michael Kariwo, Kaysi Eastlick Kushner, et al write about how migration and par-
enthood in a new country increases risks of mental health problems including depression 
and post-traumatic stress disorder for refugee parents and children.  Furthermore, loneli-
ness, which is a key index of social support effectiveness, predicts poor health outcomes 
including depression (Stewart et al. 2015). This reminded me of what Halima and Ayan 
had told me about their time apart from their children. Growing up I was told by rela-
tives and family members that things such as depression were in our control as humans, 
that the most powerful thing to wield against it is prayer. I saw this when both Ayan and 
Halima told me the best way they coped with being apart from their children was prayer. 
Before the war, Somalia was not nearly as religious as it is today, this sudden shift to reli-
giousness could be the way Somalis coped in the aftermath of the war. Turning to religion 
helped them with the immense trauma that comes from war. Kiesha Ross, Paul Handal 
Eddie Clark, et al examine the relationship between religion and coping: they cite that 
the role between religion and mental health is an essential one. Furthermore, the use of 
religious coping in stressful situations assists in positive adjustment (Ross et al. 2009). 
Religion gives many a purpose to keep going when all hope is lost, and this is also another 
way in which a power structure has had a role in the way people cope. In Somalia, mothers 
are the backbone of the family. Although it is a patriarchal society the mothers play the 
biggest role in children’s lives. For Halima, she has started a new life with her children 
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where she feels safe and content, but for Ayan and for many more refugees they continue 
to wait for their new lives to truly begin as they have for a very long time.

Idil
I met my next interlocutor through Halima as well, who wanted to help me find more refu-
gees to interview. Idil was a 27-year-old woman who also came to Canada seven months 
ago. But while Ayan and Halima were mothers, Idil did not have children. She came to the 
country with her husband very recently after living in a refugee camp in Uganda since 2013. 
Halima and Ayan both left for different reasons, Halima had to leave to escape an arranged 
forced marriage, while Ayan had left because of the overall dangerous situation in Xamar. 
Idil’s situation was one that was more specific than Ayan’s and one that involved Al-Shabaab.

Al-Shabaab is a terrorist fundamentalist group that was founded in 2006 in East 
Africa. Born during what was arguably one of the most unstable periods of the civil war, 
Al-Shabaab gained notoriety and eventually pledged allegiance to Al-Qaeda in 2012. Since 
its creation, the terrorist organization has been responsible for numerous devastating 
attacks including the 2014 Westgate mall shooting in Kenya. The english translation 
of Al-Shabaab is “the youth” and this name is fitting as many members are unemployed 
young men. As the civil war left most young men aged 14–30 unemployed and a 73 per-
cent of the total population living under two US dollars a day, Al-Shabaab became a viable 
alternative (Farquhar 2017). For Idil, the problem with Al-Shabaab hit very close to home. 
As we spoke she took many pauses to prepare herself for the trauma of retelling the events 
that forced her to flee. Idil, with a sad tone to her voice, told me about her father who 
was murdered by Al-Shabaab. While undertaking this research project I knew that this 
kind of trauma was something that I would come across but hearing about the things 
Idil went through made me even more astonished in the ways in which people like Idil 
can overcome such an experience. Although Idil’s voice did give away her feelings some-
what, she spoke very matter of factly. Something I have witnessed among many people in 
Somalia when discussing traumatic things such as experiences with terrorism. This fur-
ther exhibits the ways in which people cope with trauma. Idil would not spend too much 
time talking about her father and when she would, her words were not emotional even 
if her voice was emotional. To retell this sort of trauma is very triggering and from the 
fact that she was using as little detail as possible, it was evident she was trying her best to 
prevent herself from re-experiencing this trauma. Idil and her husband would spend six 
years at a refugee camp in Uganda before applying for asylum in any country that would 
take them. I asked her what she thought of Canada and the first thing she expressed to 
me was how grateful she was to have some semblance of rights. After living in a refugee 
camp for six years Idil and her husband were used to not being thought of as ‘citizens’ 
rather just inhabitants of a space. Hyndman and Giles explain that “refugees in long-term 
limbo are stuck within a shrinking humanitarian space, many without access to liveli-
hoods, mobility and the protection of citizenship (Hyndman and Giles 2011).” Even when 
a refugee has entered a country, there is not any guarantee they will be allowed to stay. 
So, there is a feeling of not being seen as a human without the government protection 
citizenship provides. 
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For the last decade fleeing from terrorism has been one of the catalysts in the recent 
refugee crisis. Places like Syria and Iraq have been hotbeds for the Jihadi Fundamentalist 
group ISIS to commit its attacks against the people of the region. Stephen Zunes writes, 

“Many of the refugees crossing into Europe are from Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and Somalia, 
all countries where the violence and turmoil are attributable primarily or at least in part 
as a result of U.S. military intervention (Zunes 2017).” With the emergence of Al-Shabaab 
and ISIS in Africa and the Middle East coupled with the West’s hand in their creation, it 
is not unfathomable to understand the influx of refugees to Europe and North America. 
I considered this when asking Idil about what she thought about the people who believe 
refugees only come to North America and Europe to ‘spread’ Islamic extremism and enact 
Sharia Law. Idil reiterated what Halima and Ayan told me, that she wouldn’t be in Canada 
if she could stay home. She also told me that what people in the West need to understand 
is that the refugees coming to places like Canada are here because of the terror groups 
they are accused of being a part of. She got visibly emotional at this point, and it was clear 
why. For Idil and her husband to be accused of being a part of the same organization that 
had killed her father was unthinkable to her. What reinforces Idil’s comment is the fact 
she hadn’t left Somalia until 2013 and only after her father was killed when she and her 
husband were directly in danger of being targeted by Al-Shabaab. 

Another thing Idil has in common with Halima and Ayan is what she is appreciative of 
when it comes to her new life in Canada. Idil is grateful for the benefits the government 
gives to refugees, and the fact that schooling is free for when she and her husband decide 
to have children. Because of the years of being stuck in a system that leads to nowhere 
for many, being allowed to thrive was something all women were very grateful for. It also 
raises the question of the way in which humans are valued and the differences government 
papers make. As discussed before, refugees are always in a constant state of not knowing 
their future. Along with this, they depend on the trauma they faced to be used as a way to 
survive when it comes to pleading their case to stay in a country. This coupled with the fact 
these same nations have exacerbated or had some hand in the issues in their homelands 
brings about this strange situation of depending on the system that had, in a way, made 
refugees out of them. Idil doesn’t like to speak about what happened to her father or 
get into specifics as she still suffers from the mental health ramifications of losing one’s 
father in such a violent manner. Like Halima and Ayan, Idil turned to Allah to help her 
grieve after her father’s murder and help ease the trauma she had faced. Today Idil and 
her husband take ESL classes and prepare to start a family and their new lives in Canada.

Three Women’s Stories and The World Today: A Conclusion
After my visit to Mogadishu in 2019 what stuck with me the most was the way in which the 
city’s people lived their lives. While my sister and I were overly cautious and tried not to be 
in the busy areas of the city too long, the locals did not let the terror of both the war and 
Al-Shabaab stop them from going on about their days. Halima, Ayan and Idil all endured 
things no person should. Their stories all speak to the way in which Islam is heavily embed-
ded in the culture of Somalis and how it has been instrumental in helping people cope. 
Speaking to them helped me in understanding how the power structures of religion influ-
enced the ways in which these women dealt with their trauma. For Halima and Ayan their 
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strife came from being separated from their children for so long and for Idil it came from 
being forced to flee her city and dealing with the aftermath of her father’s murder. 

The experiences of these three Somali refugee women speak to many who have been 
stuck in this limbo of existing as a human when one has none of the rights of a human. 
In a way, the same ways in which people of a diaspora are in limbo between identities. 
Talking to the women gave me a new view of my experiences as a first-generation Somali 
person. As more and more Somali children are born outside the country there are going 
to be more people not knowing Somalia as a country but with women like Halima, Ayan 
and Idil there can be a closer connection to the country as it is today. And with the dias-
pora expanding more every year, what in the end, is the definition of ‘Somali?’ In the end 
there is no meaning, especially in the world we live in today.  Romanticizing the past is 
something many Somalis do, something I am also guilty of, but as the situation of today 
leaves many hopeless, instead of looking to the past we should be looking to the future 
of the large young population of Somalia and hopefully the change they can bring. Right 
now, as the Covid-19 pandemic is occurring families are separated and everyone has been 
experiencing their own form of waiting. In the United States, undocumented families 
of refugees are being separated and put in cages waiting for months for fleeing the same 
situations Halima, Ayan and Idil were. With the impending climate crisis, the world will 
see more refugees in the years to come and there needs to be a reexamination of who is 
considered ‘human’ and worthy of protection and rights. Today, according to the United 
Nations, there are 70 million displaced persons around the world (UNCHR 2019). Many 
of them are facing a perilous journey, one that Halima, Ayan, and Idil faced. The journey 
of being a refugee, one that involves waiting, trauma, and the uncertainty that guides so 
much of their life. 
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This series of reflections explores historical experiences of disruption and migration through 
the self-elegy of Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish and the memoir of German philosopher 
Walter Benjamin. Darwish and Benjamin both lived diasporic lives and adhered to a notion 
of truth as an aural phenomenon. This work takes the performed poem and the told story as 
sites to explore the suspension and reemergence of memories, termed imagistic precipitates 
of experience, as expressed through the sentiments of longing and love. According to Benjamin, 
images hold smells, visions, gestures, and sound-forms. This essay asks if images can indeed 
be heard. Additionally, it asks if images are a language and, if so, what are its expressive charac-
ters? This essay seeks to address what images as a language might enable or permit by invok-
ing anthropologist Lisa Stevenson’s claim that images can shape forms of life.
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An Essay of Longing and Love

There is no trace of al-Birweh on the right side of the road from Nazareth, except 
for its place in your imagination that is now pierced by the horns of bulls, chewing 
and mulling over your memory fodder. You said: I will pass by at sunset to let the 
darkness feed my imagination and help the stranger in me sculpt images from 
stone.

—Mahmoud Darwish (2011, 140)

-Graphy
The suffix -graphy has long formed the names of artistic and scientific practices from cal-
ligraphy and photography to sonography and ethnography: pens inscribe paper pulp, light 
etches film negatives, soundwaves depict bodily organs, and anthropologists document 
sociocultural life. Derived from the Greek -graphia, the suffix means “to represent by lines 
drawn”, “to scrape or scratch”, “to draw”, or “to record or express by written characters” 
(etymonline). Sinan Antoon adds one more -graphy to the long list in his introduction 
to In the Presence of Absence: poetography (Darwish 2011, 5-6). Theorists of literary form 
have debated the distinguishing characteristics of poetics since the time of the ancients, 
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but Aristotle (384-322 BCE) is thought of as having initiated this tradition. The principal 
element of poetography is “where opposites bleed and blend into each other: life and 
death, home and exile, but also, and most important, poetry and prose” (Darwish 2011, 
8). Poetography engraves, it scratches and scrapes; it sculpts images of the absent in the 
realm of the present: images of home amid exile. Longing for their birthplaces from a 
distance, Mahmoud Darwish and Walter Benjamin both lived diasporic lives of disruption 
and migration. 

The following series of reflections takes the performed poem and the told story as sites 
to explore the suspension and reemergence of memories, termed imagistic precipitates of 
experience, as expressed through the sentiments of longing and love. The aim is to address 
whether images can shape the ways we live. However, reflection as method requires that 
one know not entirely what the end result will be. As Benjamin will later detail using the 
idea of information, contemporary society has placed a primacy on forms of communica-
tion that are immediately intelligible if not patterned and predictable: a market-based 
exchange logic of sorts, perhaps all in the name of efficiency or expediency. Reflection, 
for many, has lost its place because it is a waste of time (Lyotard 1988, xv). The results are 
simply less punctual, the process less productive. This essay is too a meditation on time, 
how we have configured it or how it might be reconfigured once more. Formally, this essay 
is an attempt to convey the mood of a moment when time will cease to matter, where 
straightforward transactional logics become mere afterthoughts. A simultaneous aim is 
that in gesturing toward the obscurity of time’s passing, a certain connection may become 
apparent, one that intimates belonging beyond a single place or person; or in our current 
global moment of upheaval, where one need hardly move to be displaced, one can feel a 
certain intimacy even in isolation. Ultimately, this essay asserts that a certain strength is 
held within the contradictory opacity of images and that poetography is characteristic of 
such an antinomic melding. 

0
Mahmoud Darwish (1941-2008) was only seven in 1948 when armed forces of the nascent 
Israeli state razed and depopulated his birthplace, the village of al-Birweh (Jadaliyya 2011). 
Shortly thereafter, Jewish settlers occupied what little remained. The village’s former resi-
dents became refugees, many of whom left the Galilee to live in Lebanon. Darwish’s family 
followed suit but only one year later returned secretly (American Academy of Poets). Israel 
would designate Darwish and many others like him a present-absentee—one who had 
‘left’ and yet lingered like a specter. He first published a collection of poetry at twenty-two. 
In less than twenty-five years, Darwish would sell over a million books in Arab majority 
societies alone. 

Under the constant gaze of the state, Darwish frequently faced harassment and impris-
onment for the public recitation of his work. His poems were designed to be performed, 
drawing on the depth of the Arabic prosodic tradition, constantly crafting new incanta-
tions from older forms (Said 1994, 114). One such example is In the Presence of Absence, 
Darwish’s penultimate work published in 2006, which develops the pre-Islamic genre 
of self-elegy. ‘Pre-Islam’ is a temporal divide of indeterminate duration, marked more by 
its end date (622 AD) than beginning. The literary forms of the era are largely derived 
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from celebrations surrounding polytheistic pilgrimage sites like the Kaaba of Mecca and 
the mercantile exchanges of Arabian Peninsular communities (Allen 2000, 17). Classical 
Arabic poetics were undoubtedly affected by the pilgrims and merchants who came, lis-
tened, retold, and went. Darwish was a journeyman too from his early adolescence onward. 
He left Israel in 1970, only to briefly return twenty-six years later. Darwish would migrate 
as far east as Moscow and west as Houston, where he lived his last moments in 2008. 

“Since Darwish left Beirut in 1982,” said Edward Said, “one of the main topoi in his verse 
is not just the place and time of ending (for which the various Palestinian exoduses are an 
all too persistent reference) but what happens after the ending, what it is like to live past 
one’s time and place” (Said 1994, 115). Formally and thematically, In the Presence of Absence 
stretches back and peers forward. Its performative arrangement lingers in reflection and 
yet moves us beyond one’s final moments. 

Like Darwish, Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) found that life only becomes communi-
cable at the moment of death (Benjamin 2019, 38). The time of dying is the time of story-
telling. Yet, the storyteller began as a listener who listens to the repetitions of lives past. 

“From the beginning,” writes Hannah Arendt on Benjamin, “the problem of truth presented 
itself to him as a ‘revelation… which must be heard, that is, which lies in the metaphysi-
cally acoustic sphere’” (Benjamin 2019, lxi). It is the orality of Benjamin’s story and the 
public iterability of Darwish’s poem that reveal bit by bit, telling after telling, that truth is 
above all acoustical. But one has to be aware and receptive to be attuned to the telling. This 
process of deeply listening, absorbing, and integrating others’ experiences—experiences 
that derive authority only in dying—is what this essay refers to as attunement, a form of 
social organization called “the community of listeners”, that Benjamin thought to be dis-
appearing (Benjamin 2019, 35).1 Of course, truth as oral (or aural) exists only in relation; 
it inherently implies a connection beyond oneself. The self-elegy of Darwish and memoir 
of Benjamin express a kind of attachment that is based in a place but not forever delim-
ited to it, a nearness or intimacy despite the irreversibility of exile common to their life 
experiences. As if the space of attunement (“the community of listeners”) had a material 
hold over the reiterations of tales originally told by voices passed, like a relative holding an 
image of a deceased loved one and feeling their human grasp. Furthermore, attunement 
demands intention. It requires an engagement close to submission where revelation com-
mands an ear. The prophetic traditions of Islam and Judaism are, of course, progenitors to 
Darwish and Benjamin’s oral truth. It is this shared conception of truth as well as the place 
of dying in writing and reciting that positions these two authors so closely. 

Benjamin was born to a well-to-do Jewish family in Berlin at dusk of the nineteenth 
century. Precocious, he studied in progressive boarding schools and elite universities in 
Southern Germany and Northern Switzerland. Yet, Benjamin authored an unconventional 
doctoral dissertation and was forced to withdraw his final submission, making his future 
as an academic all but quashed. He then worked as an art and literary critic, contributing 
to magazines and newspapers as well as a radio broadcaster and translator. He also wrote 
many essays, short stories, and poems. Unlike Darwish, Benjamin never attained fame dur-
ing his life. Berlin Childhood around 1900, a virtually unknown memoir, only appeared as an 
entire text ten years after his death. As Benjamin’s relationship to Nazi Germany became 
increasingly tenuous, he would move between coasts of the Mediterranean and North 
Seas. He left Germany for the final time in 1933, only to be imprisoned in Vichy France 



Contingent Horizons | Volume 7 (2021)

54

while the Second World War dawned. Fleeing across the southern border, Benjamin was 
turned back by authorities. Facing a precarious death, he ended his life atop the Spanish 
Pyrenees in the autumn of 1940.  

1
The Arab poet pre-Islam was characterized as an artisan who gave defined form to raw 
matter and whose compositions were deemed akin to embroidery or chiseling (Kilito 
2014, 2). Between the sculpted stones, within the atmosphere of craftsmanship, existed 
a particular form of communication among artisans. Storytelling, according to Walter 
Benjamin, thrived in the milieu of work—the maritime, the rural (Benjamin 2019, 36). 
Stonework, like flawless pearls or matured wines, was a precious product crafted through 
patience and diligence, imitative of organic time like the ageing of the oyster or the rip-
ening of the grape. Like the process of fermentation, the concentration of essences and 
alcohols and their preservation by tannins, glass, or—in the case of a shell—calcium, the 
story conserves and condenses its potency, “capable of releasing it even after a long time” 
(Benjamin 2019, 34). The story, as a shell in the sea, sinks into the life of the storyteller 
only to be brought out again and to be given a new form: to be shucked and shined. 

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven,
    and do not return there until they have watered the earth,
making it bring forth and sprout,
    giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,
so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth (Bible Gateway)

Like the slow layering of an oyster shell’s prismatic columns of calcite, narratives are 
revealed by retelling, resurfacing, and reemerging as water precipitates and evaporates. 
With repetition, humans leave telltale imprints. “Thus traces of the storyteller cling to 
the story the way the handprints of the potter cling to a clay vessel” (Benjamin 2019, 
36). These residues and remnants adhere according to organic long-chain time, which 
accumulates to a temporal limit, cyclically as nutrients do in soils, season after season, 
where fecundity no longer ebbs and flows but peaks and plateaus. Such a time cannot be 
abridged (Benjamin 2019, 37).2 One would work and wait as long as it takes, patient at the 
threshold of time where time will soon cease to matter. The story and the stoneworker 
belong to this time. 

2
An epitaph chiseled in a headstone, In the Presence of Absence is a self-elegy: a bidding fare-
well to the self. Storytelling too belongs to the moments of dying and death. For Benjamin, 
life becomes transmissible only as one dies. “Just as a sequence of images is set in motion 
inside a man as his life comes to an end,” one’s knowledge or wisdom—the stuff of sto-
ries—emerges and imparts to the living an imprint, a touch, a sense of being graced by a 
hand (Benjamin 2019, 38). The trace of a connection or the sense that one is being held 
represents the authority that the dying and the dead possess for the living around them. 
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This is the authority at the source of a story. “Death is the sanction of everything that the 
storyteller can tell. He has borrowed his authority from death” (Benjamin 2019, 39). This 
authority stems from uncertainty about whether the dead are truly dead, whether they are 
truly absent or present (Stevenson 2014, 40).3 

Like the lingering impression of a light on the back of the eyelid at night, death, like 
poetography, is a bleeding of opposites. As sequences of images set in motion—the mon-
tage of ‘life flashing before your eyes’—they reemerge as blended precipitates of expe-
riences. Benjamin, like Darwish, was also expelled from his beloved birthplace by the 
impending threat of violent erasure. Benjamin knew he would never see the city of Berlin 
again. Prior to bidding farewell, the images of his childhood resurfaced and in early 1932 
Benjamin began to compose Berlin Childhood around 1900:

When, having mastered my senses with great effort, I arrived to quell the uproar 
after prolonged fumbling through the gloomy corridor, I tore off the two receivers, 
which were heavy as dumbbells, thrust my head between them, and was inexorably 
delivered over to the voice that now sounded. There was nothing to allay the 
violence with which it pierced me. Powerless, I suffered, seeing that it obliterated 
my consciousness of time, my firm resolve, my sense of duty. And just as the 
medium obeys the voice that takes possession of him from beyond the grave, I 
submitted to the first proposal that came my way through the telephone (Benjamin 
2006, 49–50).

Benjamin was delivered. Pierced, he was powerless in reminiscing his earliest experi-
ences using the telephone. Time was obliterated—as in the temporality of the story or the 
stoneworker; it did not matter. The voice on the other end was a voice ‘from beyond the 
grave’: a voice of the dead. His resolve and his duty were annihilated by the authority that 
the dying hold over the living or the spirit possesses over the medium. Benjamin knew 
he would forever be homesick, that there could be no final detachment from Berlin—no 
final moment—where his absence from the city would mean its absence from his life 
(Stevenson 2014, 41).4 

3
Benjamin would forever long for the place where he belonged. For longing is a line drawn 
in one’s interior, a scrape or scratch as one’s roots to their land are cut away. Longing is 
the topographical friction ridges of the fingers imprinted by the exiled who exiles another. 
Darwish too longed for his home: a land he would leave, and return to, and leave once 
more, time and again. Here, he reflects further on how it feels to live ‘past one’s time’ (Said 
1994, 115):

Longing is a scar inside the heart and a country’s fingerprint on the body. But 
no one longs for his wound, no one longs for pain or nightmare, but for what 
was before. For a time when there was no pain except of primary pleasures that 
melt time, like a sugar cube in a cup of tea, and for a time of heavenly images. 
Longing is the call of ney to ney to restore the direction broken by the horses’ 
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hooves in a military campaign. It is an intermittent ailment, neither contagious 
nor lethal, even when it takes the form of an epidemic. It is an invitation to stay 
up late with the lonesome and an excuse not to be on equal footing with train 
passengers who know their own addresses well. It is the transparent fabric of that 
beautiful nothingness, gathered to roast the coffee of wakefulness for the dreams 
of strangers (Darwish 2011, 111).

 Longing is a trace, an impression of a connection, the print of a potter clinging to clay, or the 
residual echo of a voice clinging to life as it bids farewell to itself. Longing is a time of both 
agitation and stillness, where the water peaks and crests or merely rests. It is a time where 
sea shells or sugar cubes float freely, suspended. A time where desire drifts, where primary 
pleasures are as undivided and unbounded as the oceans, as unified as the child at a mother’s 
breast (Freud 1962, 11–13).5 Longing is an oceanic time where time dissolves, where it knows 
no limit, where it no longer matters. Longing is intermittent, and it is uncertain. But it is cer-
tain in that wherever one is absent longing could always be present, and it is certain in that 
‘to know an address well’ one need not listen to the letters of lost loved ones, need not recip-
rocate the requests of the return addressee. Longing is transparent, yet, it is an “utterance less 
transparent for meaning than the word itself” (Stevenson 2014, 12).6 It is the unformulated 
fabric of craftsmanship, the artisanal embroidery, the enmeshing of the story’s “slow piling 
one on top of the other of thin, transparent layers” (Benjamin 2019, 37). It is the iridescent, 
porcelaneous prisms of nacre-colored narratives. Longing is the slow stimulant to sleep, the 
‘wakefulness for the dreams’ where dreams think themselves in images. Longing is where, 
even in the waking world, “thinking in pictures stands nearer to unconscious processes 
than does thinking in words” (Stevenson 2014, 44).7 Longing is where waking and sleep-
ing blend—where they melt and mingle—opposites though they may be. Where what was 
thought to vanish at daybreak, emerges at sunrise. Where what was thought to design only 
dreams styles reality. “It [then] becomes crucial for us,” implores Lisa Stevenson, “to dissolve 
the difference between dreaming and what it is to be held captive by an image” (Stevenson 
2014, 45). Such ‘captivity’ is bound by the unformulated, murky qualities of sentiments like 
longing. One is held by the unresolved paradoxical nature of an image, a dream, a story, or 
even a mode of thinking. This affective embrace incites new political arrangements that 
revolve around the properties and possibilities of time (Rancière 2004, 13). The obscurity 
of time’s passing—dissolvable, undivided oceanic time—expands the limitations of who can 
speak or who can be heard, democratizing our sense of belonging. 

4
Images that continue to resonate with us and that animate us over the course of our lives 
are what Benjamin called “precipitates of experience” (Stevenson 2014, 11, 42). As in 
chemistry and storytelling, precipitates are condensed and concentrated forms that are 
stronger and more potent than the originals. For Benjamin, a few fragmentary images8  
encapsulate “the whole distorted world of childhood” (Benjamin 2006, 98).9 Precipitates 
float freely like solids in solutions or shells in the sea; only through agitation (in Benjamin’s 
case, disjuncture and forced separation) do precipitates emerge as suspensions. Images and 
stories do not expend themselves at the moments in which they are new. They conserve or 
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preserve their strength, and are capable of releasing said strength even after a long time. 
Although images solidify and strengthen, precipitates cannot be understood as piths. They 
are montages or collages, conglomerates that do not inherently contain clarity. 

Similar to images, stories do not aim to convey the pure essence of a thing (Benjamin 
2019, 36). Images are not necessarily straight-forward biographical depictions, and thus 
their representations by lines drawn—the -graphy of biography—need not be linear. As 
precipitates resurface or reemerge their expressions can present as distortions, their 
compositions unclear or even untrue (Stevenson 2014, 11). “The image is a language 
which expresses without formulating, an utterance less transparent for meaning than 
the word itself” (Stevenson 2014, 12).10 Benjamin contrasts storytelling with a newer 
form of communication that emerges from the middle classes and the printing presses: 
information. “Information lays claim to prompt verifiability. The prime requirement is 
that it appears ‘understandable in itself’” (Benjamin 2019, 33). Stories, like images, need 
not be immediately intelligible nor ostensibly true. 

5
If images are a language, what are its expressive characters? What are the markers of its 
nonlinear and unformulated utterances, or its—if I may be permitted—imagography? 
Furthermore, what do images as language enable or permit? What do images allow for cre-
atively? What do they hold within them—that which is agitated, brought out again, and given 
new form? That which precipitates experience and evaporates absence? Lisa Stevenson, in 
her recent ethnography, Life Beside Itself, partially addresses these inquiries. Life Beside Itself 
juxtaposes Canadian humanitarian interventions in the lives of Inuit communities through-
out the tuberculosis epidemic of the 1940s to 1960s alongside the suicide crisis starting in 
the 1980s in order to conceive of alternate forms of attending to and caring for others who 
matter. Stevenson’s methodology is one of images, which she refers to as ‘image as method’. 
Using Benjamin’s works, including his memoir, she sees images not as mere representations 
but as forms potentiating care. Images are a means of thinking and knowing that, like stories, 
need not appear immediately understandable in and of themselves. Instead, the ambiguity or 
contradiction of memory is held within a sensorial array. As expressions without formulation, 
images articulate new possibilities of relating ethically and politically to others. 

 One particular anecdote that Stevenson draws on is from E.M. Forster’s novel Howards 
End (1910).11 A handwritten note arrives in the morning mail, the return addressee the 
matron of Mrs. Wilcox’s nursing home. The note instructs Mr. Wilcox and his son, Charles, 
that she, Mrs. Wilcox, would prefer her friend and not her family to inherit her house at 
Howards End. Mrs. Wilcox had recently died at the nursing home, which her husband and 
son knew beforehand. The mourning men assessed the request, deliberated, and decided 
it was written in illness. Mr. Wilcox and Charles ripped the note and burned it. Forster 
writes, “To them Howards End was a house: they could not know that to her it had been 
a spirit, for which she sought a spiritual heir” (Stevenson 2014, 35–36). 

Mr. Wilcox and his son did not allow themselves to trace the inscriptions in the paper 
pulp—to sense the graceful handprint of the dead. They did not permit themselves to be held 
by the dying and be told one last story by a beloved wife and mother. They rejected the story’s 
uncertainty, certain themselves that she was truly dead, truly absent. “To allow Mrs. Wilcox 
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to remain a presence would be to allow her handwritten note the status of an image, an image 
being that which has a hold on us even after its informational and symbolic meaning has 
been decoded” (Stevenson 2014, 36, emphasis added). The dead woman’s note, the record-
ing of a voice from ‘beyond the grave,’ could have attained the status of an image (Stevenson 
2014, 36). The strength—the potency of a precipitate—was on the verge of reemergence, on 
the crest of resurfacing. Yet, one must answer the phone. One must tear off the two receivers 
and thrust their head between them. If the ringtone falls on deaf ears, if paper pulp becomes 
mere tinder, “The gift for listening is lost and the community of listeners disappears. For sto-
rytelling is always the art of repeating stories, and this art is lost when stories are no longer 
retained” (Benjamin 2019, 35).” One must be attuned to the story; one must listen to the 
image in order to hear the voice on the other end: the voice beyond the grave. 

Imago-
Images and feelings are strictly interdependent. If an image can be felt, if it can be heard, 
what are the expressive characters of an image language? According to Benjamin, images 
hold smells, visions, gestures, and sound-forms within their concentrations (Benjamin 
2006, 39).12 Curiously, the sensorial array captured within precipitates of experience is 
not static or stagnant. Smells waft, visions morph, gestures jerk, and sounds snap.13 As 
when stories reemerge and their narratives are retold in new forms, images pass from one 
state to another. The condensation of the precipitate, the preservation of potency, is not 
pithy precisely due to this reason. Stories do not convey essences because of the shifts 
in their nature. Sinking and surfacing, the strength of the story does not appear as a still 
image. Rather, experiences and stories are locomotive; they possess motility or motivity. 
They themselves move as they are concurrently capable of shaking and displacing us. The 
movements of images and stories contain uncertainty and contradiction, the uncertainty 
as to whether the dead are actually dead and the contradiction as to whether the dead are 
absent, present, or both (Stevenson 2014, 10).14

A particular strength is held within such an antinomic melding. To sit with, to receive, 
to absorb the reemergent movements of memories, to attune oneself to a different time, 
is to integrate relations with those who have passed that may transform connections in 
the present. “The ‘images’ Benjamin provides in Berlin Childhood around 1900,” according 
to Lisa Stevenson, “are not merely tokens of a dissolving past, but they actually shape 
and condition a form of thought, and perhaps even a form of life” (Stevenson 2014, 42). 
However, what dissolves is not sought after to be reconstituted. Beyond the disruptions 
and displacements in the lives of both Benjamin and Darwish, longing is not a simple 
desire for the restoration of a time prior to the end. Hannah Arendt, in introducing 
Benjamin’s works, expresses that “Although the living is subject to the ruin of time, the 
process of decay is at the same time a process of crystallization” (Benjamin 2019, lxiii). 
Similarly, In the Presence of Absence looks forward as much as it reflects back. Longing, too, 
is a simultaneous expression of dissipation and concentration, of accumulative, cyclical 
time. Longing oscillates between the already and the not yet in the now. Within the ambi-
guity and antinomy is a contemporaneous plurality, an openness to always being made. 
The moments of metamorphosis are saturated with the images and stories of love:
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In the beginning of love, beginnings swarm down on you, deep blue. At the height 
of love you live it, you forget it, it forgets you and makes you forget the beginnings. 
At the end of love you look long at the clock. In absence, beginnings find the 
residual aches of the room: not having a second glass of wine, a missing blue 
shawl. The poem is filled with missing elements, and when you complete it with 
an incompleteness that opens into another poem, you are cured of memories and 
regrets. The gold in you does not rust. As if writing were, like love, the offspring 
of a cloud. When you touch it, it melts. As if the utterance were only incited in an 
effort to make up for a loss. The image of love reveals itself there; in a profoundly 
present absence (Darwish 2011, 116).

Looking long at the clock. To linger, to long for love. To long for what was forgotten, 
what was obliterated: absent time. As a lover departs, their belongings arrive: cordials 
and clothing. As at the airport terminal where baggage is checked the floor above where 
it is claimed. One loves, leaves, and comes in layers, like the palatine manteaux draped 
over and against itself or the childhood that greets you as you say goodbye to your birth-
place. The tick-tock of the clock snaps and the image sequence is set in motion. Flashing 
before your eyes, the residues and remnants resonate; they ache as you recount, rewind 
the dial: the hour, the minute hand. But the eyes grasp at what the hands cannot reach, 
like the boat that slips out of sight: the absence that we still desire, long for to be present 
(Stevenson 2014, 37).15 The space of presence, up in the clouds, when you reach for it, 
when you seek to traverse it, the distance dissolves. The space is erased. The cloud con-
denses, precipitates, evaporates. Its shapes shift as clouds do. You lie back, gaze above, and 
their sequences set in motion. They waft, they morph, they pass from one state to another, 
one place to another. But you forget it. Love moves. Then it forgets you. Love moves you. It 
displaces you, shakes you, like the larvae left behind by the butterfly: the imago. That when 
you look back at the cavity of the chrysalis, when you bid farewell to yourself, you might 
sense that even amid your absence, even amid your death, life and love may be present. 

Notes
1.  Interestingly, Benjamin thought such a process and community to be disappearing given the 

general lack of societal boredom. Integrating a story into one’s own experience “requires a state 
of relaxation which is becoming rarer and rarer. If sleep is the apogee of physical relaxation, 
boredom is the apogee of mental relaxation.” There is also a spatial element where the “nest-
ing places” of “boredom [a]s the dream bird” are disappearing too; the spaces in the city and 
country that foster relaxation and integration are vanishing. See Benjamin, Illuminations, 35.

 2.  “All these products of sustained, sacrificing effort are vanishing, and the time is past in which 
time did not matter. Modern man no longer works at what cannot be abbreviated.”

3.  Stevenson is describing the lingering effects of viewing a photograph of the once living; “this 
makes me think more about the relationship of photographs to the images we hold in our 
mind’s eye… and the hold they both have over us. Both share a kind of afterlife…”

4.  Stevenson is commenting directly on Benjamin’s Berlin Childhood.
5.  Freud’s oceanic state: “It is a feeling, then, of being indissolubly bound up with and belonging 

to the whole of the world outside oneself.”
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6.  Lisa Stevenson is quoting Michel Foucault commenting on Sigmund Freud. See also Foucault, 
Michel. “Dream, Imagination and Existence: An Introduction to Ludwig Binswanger’s ‘Dream 
and Existence.” In Dream and Existence, edited by K. Hoeller, 29-78. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: 
Humanities Press International, 1993.

7.  Lisa Stevenson is quoting Sigmund Freud.
8.  Chapter titles in Benjamin’s Berlin include, among others: “Butterfly Hunt,” “The Sock,” 

“Two Brass Bands,” “Colors,” and “Tardy Arrival.”
9.  See also Stevenson, Life Beside Itself, 41.
10.  The quote is Michel Foucault commenting on Sigmund Freud.
11.  This recapitulation is derived from Stevenson, Life Beside Itself, 35–36.
12.  See also Stevenson, Life Beside Itself, 42.
13.  Snap, as in, to pass from one form, state, or level to another.
14.  “Images—in the broad sense that I use the term—are useful precisely because they can cap-

ture uncertainty and contradiction without having to resolve it.”
15.  Stevenson is making reference to anthropologist Michael Taussig, who is drawing on the 

work of film scholar Gertrud Koch.
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