
Papeles de POBLACIÓN No. 58 CIEAP/UAEM

166

Introduction

Ángeles ARJONA GARRIDO and  Juan Carlos CHECA 
OLMOS

Universidad de Almería

Resumen

Los estudios sobre la segregación étnica han 
tenido tradicionalmente un enfoque y análisis 
macroespacial, donde los límites para la 
interacción están formalmente definidos y 
establecidos. Sin embargo, en esta investigación 
se estudia la segregación en el ámbito 
microecológico a través de la ocupación de 
los asientos de un autobús. Se ha analizado la 
ocupación de un total de 11 000 asientos en un 
periodo de 10 semanas. Los datos se obtienen 
a partir de la aplicación de los índices de 
segregación (disimilitud y aislamiento). También 
investigamos las razones que daban los pasajeros 
para la elección de sus asientos. Los resultados 
indican que, en ambos niveles de medida, existe 
segregación atendiendo al origen. También la 
densidad y el género son variables importantes en 
la predicción de dicha segregación.

Palabras clave: segregación, microecología, 
inmigrantes, contacto, disimilitud.

Abstract

Travelling together, sitting apart. A case of 
etnolocalization in spaces daily interaction

Research on segregation has tended to focus 
on relations located at a macro-spatial level 
of analysis and unfolding in contexts where 
boundaries to interaction are formally established. 
This research, by contrast, investigated 
segregation as a micro-ecological process by 
observing patterns of seating in a bus. A total of 
11 000 seating positions were coded over a 10 
week period. The resulting data were analysed 
using both adapted segregation indexes issolation 
and dissimilarity. We also investigate the reasons 
for giving passengers the choice of their seats. 
The results suggested that ethnic segregation 
existed both at the level of interactional. Also the 
density and the gender are important variables in 
the prediction of the segregation.

Key words: segregation, microecology, 
immigrants, contact, dissimilarity.

n only a few decades Spain has ceased to be a purely ejecting country, in 
terms of population, to become a recipient one.1 But the novelty of this 
process is that, along with the increase in flows, the stock is accompanied I

1 Several have been the structural factors that explain this change; for instance, the arrival of African 
people is favored by the entrance into the European Union, geographic proximity and semi-permeable 
coastlines or airports (see King et al., 1997; Baldwin, 1999; Carling, 2007). Likewise, the historical 
and cultural relationships with Latin American countries have favored migration, to the point of being 
considered the chosen ones (see Izquierdo et al., 2003). Finally, Eastern Europeans, mainly Romanian 
people, favored by Schengen agreement, have also taken Spain as an emigration destiny. In any case, the 
need for labor force in certain sectors —among other services, agriculture and construction— has been 
the great attraction element. 

by a great diversity, not only in population, but also culturally and ethnically. 

Traveling together, sitting apart; a case 
of ethno-localization in everyday life 
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This situation turns into a metamorphosis in the recipient contexts, hence, the 
real importance of international migration is not in the number of people moving, 
but in the change caused by their insertion into the destination. So immigration 
has stressed, or even created new economic, educational, social, residential, etc. 
boundaries among the population. 

Moreover, one of the most visible severances between natives and immigrants 
is residential, in the form of segregation (see, among others, Martori and Hoberg, 
2003; Colectivo IOE, 2005, and Checa, 2007). This differentiation has economic, 
political and preferential and discrimination implications, in many cases based on 
prejudices and stereotypes (Appadurai, 2007). However, the physical separation 
(macro-ecological) is also reflected or emerges in public spaces.2 In fact, a wide 
range of forms of intergroup interaction and sociability is displayed, which runs 
from the insertion/inclusion (insiders) to the exclusion (outsiders).3 Consequently,  
segregation operates at multiple levels (Kirschenbaum, 1984)  and manifests at 
two levels, symbolic and material. 

The space appropriation in a material sense is the physical occupation of 
public spaces, which defines the presence of these subjects in the local society 
from its purely phenomenologicaldimension (place-making). However, the space 
appropriation in a symbolic sense is a subjective process by which immigrants 
recognize themselves in the local space (home-building), and thereby convert it 
into a set of locations perceived as their own or others’.

Therefore, the study of micro-ecological segregation is of great interest 
because it occurs in contexts without formally established borders. This is to 
say, it occurs in places where “parallel lives” among the inhabitants of a city are 
developed, which is the same as common life spaces of everyday use (everyday 
life spaces) (Schnell and Yoav, 2001).Segregation in these cases reproduces-more, 
if possible-, inequality and the deliberate exclusion of some groups to others, as 
when explained, the economic and political effects are reduced to the minimum. 
Hence the importance of this type of research to deepen into the intergroup 
relationships that are established in circumstances or places (micro-ecologic) 
such as shops, cafes, cultural centers, etc.., where the possibility of exchange 
and cohesion between groups exists. Or what is the same, allows the verification 
of the effectiveness of the contact hypothesis formulated by Allport(1954), who 
argues that the proper interaction between members of different groups reduces 
intergroup negative attitudes and stereotypes.

Research has paid a great deal of attention to macroecological ethnic 
segregation and its consequences, but not to segregation in small contact places. 
At international level, almost exhaustively, we found studies in schools (Schofield, 

2 We understand Public Space as a physical place that is accessible to all people, has or may have multiple 
uses and it implies co-presence. 
3 Simmel (1986) highlighted this continuum of adaptation and sociability as a structuring element of 
modern-city lifestyle. 
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4 There are researches that refer to the use of public space or the interaction between different groups, 
(see,for example, Borja and Muxí, 2001; Barbosa, 2006; Di Masso, 2007; Thayer, 2008) however they do 
not make an implicit reference to informal or micro-ecological segregation. To understand the different 
concepts and significant links people establish with everyday life spaces see Vidal and Pol (2006) or Bail 
(2008) to understand the process of creation of symbolic boundaries.

1986, Hallinan and Williams, 1989; Moody, 2001), third grade internments 
(Singlenton and Asher, 1977), dining rooms (Schofield and Sagar, 1977) diners 
(Clack et al., 2005), beach (Dixon and Durrheim, 2003), bus (Davis et al., 
1966), street (see Grannis, 1998), church (Parker, 1968), in different everyday 
post-apartheid South African spheres (Christopher, 1994) or quasi-experimental 
investigations of Maoz (2002) to check contacts between Arabs and Israelis, or 
Kaplan and Fugate (1972) in supermarkets. In Spain, research on  microecological  
segregation is indeed scarce,4 among them we emphasize the qualitative work 
of Torres (2005), which analyzes the use and segregation in Turia Gardens and  
Valencia’s maritime promenade,between natives and Ecuadorians, or segregation 
faced by African immigrants in the streets of El Ejido(Almería) (see Rebolloso et 
al., 1998), or direct observation of what seat the North Africans take on a trip to 
Torrepacheco (Murcia) by bus (Pedroza, 2005).

These researches are similar to ours in the use of a micro analysis approach; or 
what is the same, the field work is done in reduced spaces of interaction. However, 
they are different in terms of methodology used (measuring instruments). In 
general, the previous investigations pose a work based on qualitative techniques 
(direct observation), however, this work responds to the exact quantification of the 
phenomenon through various measuring instruments (dissimilarity and isolation). 
But in any case, the results reached are similar: there is a spatial segregation in the 
everyday places of contact, mainly depending on the origin. 

Consequently, with this research, we aim, firstly, to begin bridging the gap in 
the Spanish literature in this perspective of analysis (“new segregation”), trying 
to understand it in daily life spaces, where the parallel lives of the generalized 
other (as expressed by G.H. Mead) are developed; in order to understand if the 
microstructural segregation factors emerge from the macro. For this first aspect, 
it is necessary to point out the importance that some variables, such as origin, 
sex, age and occupation and occupational density have in shaping and definining 
segregation in small spaces of interaction. 

Previous researchers show that the origin is a key variable in shaping the 
everyday spaces of interaction; indigenous population, in most cases, consider 
that being located next to an endo-group is preferable to being located next to the 
exo-group. Gender is also important, since women usually choose to be around 
other women, even if they are of a different nationality. Young people behave 
similarly, this means, young people choose to travel with young people. Finally, 
the population density of the space defines segregation, or what is the same, it is 
not the same sharing a crowded place over an emptier place, since in the latter,   
the possibilities of choice are expanded. 
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The second objective of this research is to test, for our field of study, on the 
one hand, if an interaction between different groups of travelers is produced, 
understanding interaction as the establishment of conversations, taking into 
account the conversation duration and nature, and on the other hand, and derived 
from the prior, if interaction occurs, how it affects the perception of the exo-addi 
group. In other words, we want to know if a change in the perception of others5 is 
produced (prejudice), or on the contrary, not only is it diminished, but sharpened 
(illusory contact).

Methods and data

Studying informal segregation, as we proposed earlier, implies the need to analyze 
interactive spaces where different groups concur without the existence of laws or 
established boundaries. In this study we chose Roquetas de Mar, in the province 
of Almeria, because of two reasons: firstly, it is a city with a registered population 
of over one hundred different nationalities, corresponding to every continent, 
and where immigrants account for more than twenty percent of the population 
(heteropolis). And secondly, in this city we can measure, the segregation of 
immigrants in areas or multi-ethnic spaces as different as the beach, coffee shops 
or buses, as it has been carried out in preexisting literature. 

In the first immersion into the field work, the first two contexts were discarded; 
the beach because we discovered that in some beaches, especially those where 
EU foreigners spend their summer holidays (Agua Dulce and Urbanizacion de 
Roquetas), city police requested documentation to African-phenotype swimmers, 
which is uncomfortable, especially for the undocumented, making them gather in 
other beaches –Romanilla, mainly- where such control does not exist, therefore, 
we were facing an induced segregation. In the same way, the diners were also 
discarded, since, as shown by Arojona(2006), African immigrants barely share 
leisure and free time with autochthonous people, they usually go to bars and 
diners run by another member of their own ethnicity or other immigrant. 

Consequently, the study was conducted in the only bus line that connects the 
towns of Roquetas del Mar and Almería in which any element that hampered 
the interaction between different groups, as the issued ticket does not indicate 
the seat, giving the user the freedom to choose where to sit. The journey takes 
proximately 40 minutes. 

The observations were conducted from Monday to Friday (workdays)and 
always in the same schedule: 7:30,8:30,16:00 and 17:00 in the direction of 
Roquetas de Mar-Amería. The choice of the morning hours is justified because 

5 See Pettigrew (1998), Pettigrew and Tropp (2000) or Dovidio et al. (2003) for a review on contact 
literature.
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its is when most people, of any background, gather, this means, people who 
go to work, students, etc. and, of course, the buses are completely full. In the 
afternoon, on the other hand, very diverse population travel as well, but the bus 
is less crowded. 

This way a total of 110006 seats and 6846 passengers have been sorted. 
Besides, to illustrate the location of the passengers, the bus has been divided 
into four sections (A, B, C and D), two before the rear end and two after that 
(See figure 1). In order to make this division, we have considered several factors: 
firstly, the previous field work, so that the observation allowed us to delimitate7 
in response to users of these areas; secondly, the number of seats contained in 
each section was the closest; and thirdly, that they would keep a symmetrical and 
parallel form. 

The measuring instruments applied have been the most utilized in the calculation 
of spatial segregation, both in the urban area and in everyday interaction spaces. 
Therefore, in order to measure the spatial distribution of the subjects, we chose 
the dissimilarity index; since this tells us the level of uniformity of the populations 
considered in the space, according to their proportion in the community total (see 
Duncan and Ducan, 1955).

Dissimilarity: ID =
Where
Xi is the X-type population in the I area 

6 Each bus consists of 55 seats and the comments/notes were made during five days a week for 10 weeks, 
which results in such figure. 
7 We used this line of public transportation four days a week since 1997. 

X is the entire X-type population in the entire field of study
Yi is the Y-type population in the I area 
Y is the Y-type population in the entire field of study. 
The value oscillates between 0 and 1, so that the lower the figure the more 

homogenous the spatial distribution is, and less segregation is presented by the 
considered group. For example, and index of 0.43 indicates that 43 percent of the 
group should change location to achieve equality in the distribution.

Secondly we highlight the isolation and interaction index. With this 
measurement, we study not only the spatial distribution of populations, but also 
the possibilities of contact with members of their same group (isolation) or with 
members of another group (interaction).
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FIGURE 1
REPRESENTATION OF THE SEATS AND SECTIONS OF THE BUS

Driver

Section A

Section B

Section C

Section D

Source:own elaboration 
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Isolation: xPx =

 Where:
xPx = isolation of x population.
 Xi = X population in i.
 X = X population in the entire field of study.
Ti = population of the groups in i.

 Interaction: xPy =

 Where:
xPy = isolation of x population over y.
 Xi = X population in i.
 X = X population in the entire field of study.
Yi = Y population in i.
 Ti = population of the groups in i.
They both oscillate, as well, between 0 and 1. In the first case a value of 

0.4 means that out of 10 people, one member of the population (X) would find, 
on average, four people of their own group. Therefore, the higher the number, 
the greater the segregation. As for interaction, the same value, now means, that 
out of 4 people, 10 are from the group (Y). Hence the lower the value, greater 
segregation.

In the location observations, apart from the origin, we registered the bus 
occupation density,8 age of the travelers and their gender. These variables will 
later serve us, firstly, to predict the explanatory power of segregation the multiple 
correlation coefficient, and secondly, to determine the level of prediction of each, 
in order to determine which is the key variable when defining segregation on the 
bus. 

Additionally, after the end of the trip, the native Spanish,9 who have established 
contact with the foreigners (endo-group communication) were surveyed by a 
group of researchers on the conversation type (nature), as well, as the opinion 
they have of the group after the interaction with one of its members. 

8 It is the value obtained by dividing the number of seats of the bus between those occupied by passengers. 
9 Actually, talking about natives, in Roquetas de Mar hides a national immigration process (including 
returnees) prior to the arrival of foreigners. Indeed, in this case to be native equals an older Spanish 
immigrant. Therefore, we use this taxonomy, equal to that of immigrants; minority or ethnic group, 
knowingly they are not objective concepts, but labels that may be valid for scientific work. Although 
we are aware that at other times they act as attributes of stigmatization, applied in order to signal the 
presence of someone who is “different” in a context where everyone is in fact, different and other (see 
Delgado, 2001).
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Finally, qualitatively, in the process of waiting for the bus, we carried out, 
on the one hand, small semi-structured interviews: 15 to Spanish people and 27 
to foreigners (four from the European community, five from Eastern Europe, 
eight American and 10 Africans)that fulfill the condition  to use this public 
transportation at least three days a week. On the other hand, the registration of 
informal conversations that were obtained, either at the bus waiting time, or 
during the trip.

The application of this technique is justified, given the fact that, it examines 
the reasons argued by the users themselves at the time of choosing one seat or 
the other at the bus. Their responses shed light on which groups they rather travel 
with, in order to understand the social sense and the argumentation o justification 
of the fact, since through the stories of localization the ideologies of their socio-
spatial interpretation are reproduced. 

Results: The “New Segregation” in Almeria

The segregation of the “public animal” (Delgado, 1999) or of the nomadic 
sedentary (Bericat, 1994) in everyday life —in the same way it occurs in residential 
segregation— is formally abolished, but reality reflects otherwise. Hence the 
borders are maintained in all processes of interacial interaction, since, as we 
will see bellow, the ideology of race/otherness organizes daily experiences in 
situations where the possibility of interaction is permanent, leading to new forms 
of segregation, which maintain hierarchical and asymmetrical relationships. Let  
us approach this in a more concrete way. 

According to the numbers in Table 1, several conclusions can be drawn. The 
first, and as a result of the nearly homogenous distribution of data over the days 
and time slots, is that patterns of segregation in the bus are not the result of chance. 
The second is the high dissimilarity of all groups, for example, the African – 
sub-Saharan and Maghrebi— obtain an average of 0.63 and 0.57, respectively, 
followed by community Europeans (0.62) and, lastly eastern Europeans (0.44) 
and Latin Americans (0.36). However, the differences are more accentuated if we 
compare the morning data with the afternoon data, this means, the sub-Saharan 
reach an average of 0.75 in the morning against a 0.47 average in the afternoon, 
Maghrebi  experience a dissimilarity of 0.69 in early hours and one of 0.46 in 
the afternoon, the Latin Americans 0.42 against 0.32, eastern Europeans 0.50 
against 0.36 and the community Europeans 0.67 against 0.55. This is to say, it is 
the African who experience a greater variation between the two time slots against 
Latin Americans.

More concretely, in all observations (time slots), sub-saharian Africans are 
those with the highest rates of segregation in the bus, to the extent they obtain 
a peak of 0.86, while the lowest is 0.36. The Maghrebi obtain similar figures, 



Papeles de POBLACIÓN No. 58 CIEAP/UAEM

174

since they the reach a dissimilarity of 0.76 in the third week and a minimum of 
0.35 in the penultimate week. Also, although in a general way data are slightly 
lower, the community European present a dissimilarity of 0.73 as a maximum. 
However, Latin Americans and eastern Europeans have, with the highest figures 
0.50 and 0.58 respectively. Consequently, segregation is evident from laborers to 
vagrant.10

In a study similar to ours, Davies et al., (1966) it is tested that in New 
Orleans, six years after the abolition of the law of White Priority (1958) of public 
transportation, such segregation is still being produced, as white people continue 
sitting in the front, and no black person would sit in front of them. In Spain, 
Pedroza (2005) describes a trip to Torrepacheco, where Maghrebi sit in the back 
of the bus, around the door, and Spanish people barely sit next to them. So that 
along the way African get in and out the bus, but almost always sit in the same 
places, regardless if other places are empty.

The next step to address in the bus segregation is, on the one hand, in which 
places/seats of the bus the groups concentrate and, on the other, which variables, 
apart from the place of origin, influence or better predict the segregation.

To start with the first issue, the same way as it occurred in South African 
and American buses, with the white priority law, in which black people could 
not sit in front of white people, the buses that travel from Roquetas de Mar to 
Almeria are stratified according to the place of origin (see Table 2) . In such a 
way that African are mainly located in the back of the bus (sections C and D), 
against  Latin Americans and Eastern Europeans, who occupy the intermediate 
and front  (B and A) part of the bus, and finally, the community Europeans located 
in the front area of the bus (A). Regardless, as it occurred with dissimilarity data, 
the situation varies from morning to evening, i.e., it is easier to find an African 
traveling in sections A and B in the afternoon than in the morning; in the rest of 
the groups, the trend is similar in both schedules, especially among community 
Europeans. In any case, this is a clear case of ethno-localization.

As for the variables that predict the levels of ethnic segregation in the Almerian 
bus, as shown in Table 3, density stands out in first place. Thus, the more crowded  
the bus, the more differentiation appears. 

Buses are vacant during the afternoon hours, which widens the 
possibility to sit anywhere (any section) in the bus. Immigrants traveling 
to work, Spanish traveling to university or work, and even foreign tourists 
visiting the city or planning another trip; converge in the morning buses. 

10 We used, following Bauman (2001), metaphorical tourist groups (also journeyman of leisure, or 
laborer, according to Castellanos and  Pedreño ,2005) and vagrant to refer to opposite poles of the social 
structure of foreigners in the host society. That is, according to this author, in postmodern society there 
is a continuum that extends from the perfect tourist to the vagrant without a remedy, based on the ability 
or freedom degree one has choosing the own paths of life, eventually, a key element in shaping social 
stratification.
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TABLE 1
Dissimilitude of the different groups in the bus in relation to the national population

Week Time Ds Dm Dl De Dec

1
7:30 0.80 0.73 0.45 0.51 0.67
8:30 0.73 0.70 0.38 0.48 0.64

16:00 0.44 0.41 0.37 0.32 0.51
17:00 0.40 0.42 0.30 0.33 0.57

2
7:30 0.83 0.75 0.50 0.52 0.64
8:30 0.70 0.70 0.42 0.42 0.65

16:00 0.45 0.45 0.37 0.33 0.50
17:00 0.40 0.45 0.30 0.30 0.58

3
7:30 0.77 0.76 0.47 0.53 0.66
8:30 0.75 0.74 0.40 0.50 0.63

16:00 0.39 0.44 0.30 0.42 0.57
17:00 0.36 0.51 0.33 0.30 0.58

4
7:30 0.78 0.72 0.42 0.50 0.63
8:30 0.71 0.68 0.38 0.44 0.63

16:00 0.46 0.43 0.33 0.39 0.50
17:00 0.41 0.59 0.28 0.34 0.58

5
7:30 0.81 070 0.48 0.55 0.66
8:30 0.77 0.72 0.37 0.47 0.61

16:00 0.46 0.52 0.33 0.40 0.47
17:00 0.42 0.41 0.28 0.33 0.50

6
7:30 0.83 0.74 0.36 0.51 0.70
8:30 0.78 0.72 0.37 0.45 0.66

16:00 0.55 0.54 0.30 0.33 0.55
17:00 0.53 0.49 0.29 0.36 0.59

7
7:30 0.86 0.71 0.44 0.55 0.71
8:30 0.77 0.72 0.39 0.48 0.79

16:00 0.53 0.51 0.32 0.34 0.57
17:00 0.50 0.47 0.27 0.32 0.59

8
7:30 0.84 0.60 0.43 0.56 0.73
8:30 0.74 0.55 0.39 0.51 0.70

16:00 0.53 0.47 0.37 0.41 0.51
17:00 0.57 0.36 0.33 0.43 0.59

9
7:30 0.79 0.64 0.50 0.54 0.60
8:30 0.54 0.61 0.44 0.49 0.55

16:00 0.59 0.34 0.38 0.37 0.56
17:00 0.45 0.35 0.31 0.38 0.60

10
7:30 0.81 0.69 0.43 0.58 0.68
8:30 0.76 0.64 0.46 0.54 0.61

16:00 0.52 0.52 0.37 0.43 0.62
17:00 0.49 0.53 0.33 0.37 0.57

Morning mean 0.75 0.69 0.42 0.50 0.67
Evening mean 0.47 0.46 0.32 0.36 0.55
Total mean 0.63 0.57 0.36 0.44 0.62
Weekly data for each time gap correspond to the mean of the observed days 
*P < 0.005.
Ds: Sub-Saharan dissimilitude; Dm: Maghreb dissimilitude; Dl: Latin American dissimilitude; De: 
Western European Dissimilitude; Dec: Community European
Source: own elaboration
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Nevertheless, when traveling in the evening bus occupancy figures descend, given 
that business trips in the schedules observed are reduced. So it is more likely to 
find Spanish people seated in the rear, very close to the African in these time slots. 

Davis and others (1966) found a similar situation in their research in New 
Orleans, since the more white people traveled in public transportation, the 
more segregation black people presented. Clark et al., (2005), in their study 
of segregation between Asian and white people in a diner, show that density 
becomes the third explanatory variable, after origin and sex. In the same way, 
Dixon and Durheim (2003) prove that the more people there are  in the south 
African beaches, the greater the segregation, black people concentrate in the area 
of the pool, as oppose to white people, who locate in the seaside sand. 

Actually, the immigrant density variable has become, in a general way, a 
key element in explaining negative attitudes towards foreigners, in our field of 
study as in others. For example, Herranz (2008) shows, by comparing the data 
of xenophobia in Spain with those obtained in the municipalities of Almeria with 
more than fifteen percent of immigrants, that the greater the density of foreigners, 
the more xenophobic attitudes displayed. In other international contexts there are 
similar results, for example, Quillan (1995), when measuring prejudice in Europe 
notes that the denser and more numerous the foreign groups are, more rejection 
exists. 

The second variable that predicts the bus segregation is sex. Women tend to 
sit always in the first seats of the bus and next to other women, which means 
that given a situation of diversity according to the section, origin or sex, women 
prefer, in most cases, to sit next to other women. 

Also Clark (2005), for the diner, specifies that sex is a key element for explaining 
segregation, in such manner that female presence increases segregation, since 
they choose to sit with other white women, more so than in the case of men.

The third variable that predicts segregation is age, so that when the bus carries 
more elderly people, it shows higher rates of differentiation. The tendency of the 
elderly is to sit in the front part of the bus, attributing the election to possible 
travel sickness. However, it is more common to find young people sitting in the 
back. 

If in addition to learn the distribution of the population in the bus, we want 
to learn the probability of intergroup interaction, we observe that there is much 
similarity with what occurred with the spatial distribution. This is, the interaction 
between different groups and the Spanish varies depending in the origin and the 
schedule. 

Thus, the contact between Spanish and African presents an average of 0.33  
with Sub-Saharan and 0.334 with Maghrebi, or else, only a third of the Africans 
in the bus may interact with an Spanish person, these figures are reduced if we 
consider exclusively the morning schedules. However, the interaction with the 
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rest of the groups is much more accentuated, given that with Latin Americans and 
eastern Europeans the index rises up to 0.58, actually, with community Europeans 
the possibility of interaction is 0.75. 

Regardless, the fact that members of different groups travel together does 
not imply that a linguistic interaction occurs.11 Moreover, when foreigners and 
Spanish people occupy the same row of seats, only eight percent establishes 
some kind of interaction (conversation) with the Africans, 13 percent with eastern 
Europeans, 11 percent with community Europeans and 26 percent with Latin 
Americans. Indeed, when an interaction is established, regardless of the group, 
the nature of the relationship is very weak, since the conversation developed is 
an initial greeting of courtesy, people chat about the weather or discuss incidents 
of the trip, so, at best, they accomplish is the commutation of codes or indexes of 
contextualization.12 

We even went a step further with this research, since among the Spanish 
who used communication skills as alleged encounter and collaboration between 
different cultural backgrounds, in which misunderstandings and interference are 
often frequent, we asked whether the interaction had changed the perception they 
had about the out-group. An 85 percent said their perception was the same; 10 
percent said it was better and five percent said it was worse, an opinion, that in 
the latter case affected eastern Europeans. Consequently, the figures show that 
the contact is illusory in the bus that connects the cities of Roquetas de Mar and 
Almeria, not to mention reducing prejudice. 

In international literature, we can find research that demonstrates that sitting 
together does not mean interacting. Maoz (2002) proved this when he sat Arab 
and Israeli together and found that only 35 percent who spoke had a small or 
medium interaction. 
11 Although travel time is reduced, which makes it difficult to reach conversational inference; it is 
compensated by the daily coincidence of 80 percent of the travelers. 
12 The use of language is a vehicle developed for practical purposes, typically, cooperation among 
individuals who have to share and participate in the same scenarios. It is based on three basic concepts: first, 
code commutation, in which the communicative competence is put together; second, contextualization 
indexes, they are resources to define situations and establish provisional strategies and consensus; and 
third conversational inference, practice of a congruence setting that allows the mutual intelligibility of 
the interacting people. 

TABLE 3
SEGREGATION PREDICTIVE VARIABLES 

Gender (women) 0.41*
Age 0.21*

Density 0.53**

R multiple correlation coefficient 0.57
* Significant at 0.05; ** significant at 0.01.
Source: won elaboration
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TABLE 4
INTERACTION OF THE GROUPS IN THE BUS 

IN RESPECT TO THE NATIONAL POPULATION

Week Time sPa mPa lPa ePa ecPa

1
7:30 0.20 0.27 0.48 0.53 0.70
8:30 0.25 0.32 0.54 0.68 0.77

16:00 0.35 0.37 0.62 0.73 0.84
17:00 0.37 0.28 0.65 0.70 0.78

2
7:30 0.32 0.29 0.55 0.55 0.80
8:30 0.29 0.31 0.58 0.60 0.67

16:00 0.31 0.33 0.60 0.57 0.77
17:00 0.34 0.31 0.60 0.67 0.64

3
7:30 0.40 0.34 0.37 0.55 0.73
8:30 0.31 0.35 0.43 0.58 0.68

19:30 0.29 0.51 0.67 0.62 0.77
20:30 0.35 0.32 0.59 0.64 0.82

4
7:30 0.23 0.29 0.53 0.56 0.76
8:30 0.35 0.31 0.62 0.64 0.70

16:00 0.35 0.35 0.67 0.72 0.80
17:00 0.37 0.30 0.79 0.70 0.93

5
7:30 0.33 0.42 0.55 0.64 0.77
8:30 0.35 0.34 0.64 0.52 0.83

16:00 0.29 0.29 0.59 0.69 0.82
17:00 0.41 0.30 0.62 0.70 0.91

6
7:30 0.28 0.29 0.65 0.47 0.64
8:30 0.33 0.28 0.62 0.53 0.72

16:00 0.41 0.34 0.57 0.39 0.88
17:00 0.39 0.32 0.62 0.55 0.81

7
7:30 0.33 0.35 0.43 0.54 0.73
8:30 0.36 0.42 0.57 0.58 0.69

16:00 0.29 0.31 0.63 0.56 0.82
17:00 0.35 0.32 0.58 0.63 0.77

8
7:30 0.28 0.33 0.55 0.54 0.69
8:30 0.35 0.35 0.65 0.62 0.77

16:00 0.32 0.32 0.57 0.67 0.71
17:00 0.41 0.38 0.68 0.68 0.58

9
7:30 0.31 0.32 0.63 0.47 0.73
8:30 0.32 0.38 0.54 0.58 0.60

16:00 0.39 0.29 0.55 0.61 0.55
17:00 0.43 0.33 0.49 0.52 0.91

10
7:30 0.33 0.38 0.66 0.44 0.76
8:30 0.29 0.39 0.71 0.43 0.82

16:00 0.35 0.41 0.56 0.55 0.68
17:00 0.38 0.36 0.52 0.60 0.73

Morning mean 0.31 0.33 0.56 0.55 0.73
Evening mean 0.35 0.33 0.60 0.62 0.77
Total mean 0.33 0.34 0.58 0.58 0.75
Weekly data for each time slot correspond to the mean of the five observed days.
*P < 0.005.
sPa: sub-Saharan interaction; mPa: Maghreb interaction; lPa: Latin American interaction; ePa: western 
European interaction; ecPa: Communal European interaction
Source: own elaboration 
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Finally, we qualitatively asked13 the travelers the reasons that lead them 
to choose their seats. The Spanish justified their response with the feeling of 
insecurity generated by “so many different people together”, in other words, there 
is a “critical threshold” for foreigners or undesirable people that has enabled the 
process of penetration, invasion to end the consolidation of occupation of the rear 
seats. Hence, opting for the in-group or for those who are believed to be more 
similar to one, based on both a xenophobic and biased discourse, and that of 
freedom of not association and privacy. 

They smell bad and I do not know them, why would I sit there? (Spanish passenger)
They are all the same, ones for being ones and the other for being the others (…) I am 
just not comfortable in the back” (Spanish passenger)
They all sit together (…) there they will talk about everything, I feel insecure, just 
once I’ve traveled in the rear part, and only because I had no other option. Whenever 
I can , I sit in the front , I’m  a little scared of them , and that way I travel in a more 
private way” (Spanish female passenger).
I’m sorry, is an instinctive act, one is located besides who one feels more comfortable 
with (Spanish passenger)
Before, when there were no immigrants in the bus, young people would sit in the rear 
part and they smoked everything, that is not longer possible (…) and now immigrants 
sit there, is as if the bus were theirs. They give you unkind looks (Spanish female 
passenger).

Besides, as it occurs in predominantly immigrant neighborhoods, sitting next 
to them means discredit, therefore, a representation of the self in everyday life 
(Goffman, 1971). That is why, they recognize that before the widespread use of 
the bus by immigrants, national citizens locates in either side of the bus. However 
immigrants have the pre-established balance, changing social meanings of seats 
(older people in the front seats, younger people in the back seats). All of these 
require mutual symbolic adjustments, which are not free of tensions, especially 
in the form of inattention (Goffman, 1980). Or as pointed by Germain (1997), 
in public spaces of interaction, excluding other, or feeling excluded may be due 
to the weak expression of gestures or simply to the awareness of an unattractive 
presence.

More concretely, this form of “attention” takes two major strategies: one, to 
occupy the aisle seat, which leads the passenger who wants to sit at the window 
to ask for permission to pass. Two, leave some personal belongings in the side 
seat, which, again, forces the new traveler to request said stuff to be moved. 

13 We also included comments resulting from informal conversations. Space limitations force us to show 
only the most significant comments in the text. Moreoever, in the transcription of the conversations, 
both of Spanish and foreigners, the errors in pronunciation have been corrected, the rest is presented as 
accurately as possible.
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Of course, in this case, the driver never initially suggests that the personal 
belongings should be placed in the luggage trays above the seats. Actually, some 
of the passengers that use these strategies, use a non verbal language while 
choosing their travel companion, for when they see the new passenger coming 
down the aisle and they like them as a companion, they smoothly remove their 
possessions or move to the window seat. 

I don’t want to sit after the second door to the back; it’s as if you were elsewhere, in 
Africa or Romania. I like sitting next to my people. Since I don’t have a license, I have 
always used the bus, before I used to sit anywhere. Not now. To be seated in back is as 
if you were living in one of their neighborhoods” (Spanish female passenger)
Let the immigrants sit there, that section of the bus, it even smells bad; it seems as if 
it was a different bus. The driver has to turn the air conditioner on so that the smell 
fades away. No matter what you tell they will take off their shoes” (Spanish female 
passenger)
Whenever I can I place some of my belongings in the seat next to me and I take it off 
when a Spanish comes, so they can sit by my side (Spanish female passenger).

Consequently, these arguments and strategies14 are not specific and unique to 
our context, for example, Kaplan and Fugate (1972), in a study of contact between 
whites and blacks in the cities of Cincinnati and Richmond, taking supermarkets 
as a laboratory, proved several issues: first, that white people would rarely stand 
behind a black person in the supermarket (cash payment) line, second, that white 
people would try to toe in a supermarket line where the cashier was white. Also 
Parker (1968) noted in a Baptist church in Chicago that white people occupied a 
part of the church (especially the front part) and black people would occupy the 
other part. 

Torres (2005) proves how in the waterfront of Valencia, Spanish and 
immigrants, mainly Ecuadorian, have a distant but peaceful coexistence, which 
consists on occupying certain seats or areas, but where contact is virtually null. 
As opposed to what occurs in Turia gardens, where the author explains the 
massive occupation of Latin Americans has generated problems with the locals, 
who attribute to the former criminal activities. 

Rebolloso and others (1998) in El Ejido also prove that the locals anticipate 
their journeys through the streets according to the presence of immigrants.

In fact, immigrants arrive to already socially formed spaces, with use codes, 
meanings and behaviors; so that polite avoidance transforms the victim of 
prejudice into a person relegated to the back of the stage (upstage), in our case, the 
back of the bus. This neglect of urban segregation manifested in everyday spaces, 
as stated by Cristopher (1994), is a part of the multiple scales that regulates social 
relations and intergroup domain.
14 Only in exceptional cases, in the choice of seat, the Spanish, accentuate the convience of 
traveling in the front, especially to see the road or get out of the bus when it reaches its destination.
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EU Citizens express very similar views to those expressed by the locals. They, 
in their European condition, do not feel different to the Spanish in the use of 
public space, however they do recognize the difference regarding other groups, 
especially the African, hence they also understand the bus between them and us, 
immigrants vs. European. 

The Spanish and we travel together very often, we understand things in the same way, 
we do not get barefoot, or smell (…)” (British passenger)
I rather go in the front, and if it can be in the window sit the better, that way I can 
look at the landscape, I really like the sea. I do not want anyone to distract me, in the 
rear part the black people talk to loud (…) they seem to be deaf (German passenger).

However, other foreigners’ speech varies with respect to the former. For 
example, eastern European show no interest in specific seats, their choice is 
closely related to the usual and less confrontational. 

We, we all sit together whenever we can, wherever, we talk about our own stuff, we 
do not want problems with anyone. Wherever there’s a place, we sit. Almost always 
in the middle, in the back there are the black and in the front the elderly (Romanian 
female passenger)
I don’t really like it very far back, although, if there is no other way, I do sit there, 
I rather go next to Spanish people, the Moroccan do not talk to anyone (Bulgarian 
passenger)

Latin American, as we saw, is the least segregated and with most interaction 
of all groups traveling in the bus and this is what they manifest in their answers.

I sit anywhere and with anyone, I have no problems, howeevr I do prefer to sit next 
to a Spanish person, in the case I have to talk about something (Colombian female 
passenger)
The truth is that I sit wherever and talk to almost everyone” (Colombian female 
passenger)
I think with whom I most traveled is with Romanians and Blacks (Ecuadorian 
passenger)

Nonetheless, we must also take into account that Latin Americans and eastern 
Europeans are the last groups that in a majority way are making use of the bus. 
This is to say, they arrive to a place where symbolic boundaries are already well 
defined. Thus, they end up sitting in the empty gaps remaining between the 
Spanish and the Africans.

The Africans, meanwhile, express different motivations and speeches to all 
the previous. On the one hand, they claim that the choice of sitting in the back of 
the bus is due to the fact this offers more privacy and less control, both from the 
driver and other passengers. 
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My co-workers and I, as long as we can, sit in the back, we travel together, and we 
talk about our own stuff and do not bother those in the front. (Ghanaian passenger)
We have sat there since ever and nobody messes with us, no one is eager to sit here, 
everyone wants to be up front (Moroccan passenger).
Every once in a while I sit near the driver and I notice how people look at me, it is not 
my problem for sure, I feel like I’m invading a space (Mauritanian passenger)

Also, the choice of the seat is a public expression of attitude that somehow 
becomes loyalty/fidelity to what is established, since they developed in a scenario 
with pre-established behavioral properties. This means a reproduction of the 
macro structures in everyday life spaces. 

I’ve been living in Almeria and working in Roquetas de Mar for a year, since the first 
day I realized where my place was, almost all black people sat in the back and tourists 
in the front, no one has ever told me where I should sit. (Moroccan  passenger).
I do not want any problems; I feel I look bad if I sit beside the driver (Senegalese 
female passenger)
Many women put their purses in the seats next to them when they see us and remove 
them when they know the is getting full and the next passenger is a Spanish one 
(Guinean passenger)
They won’t rent a house to us, how would they want to sit next to us? (Mauritanian 
passenger)
We always have peripheral places, the worst jobs and households, we cannot get in 
any bar and now here on the bus, where are you sitting? (…) wherever they don’t want 
to. (Senegalese passenger)

These responses reflect that space is a socially appropriated and constructed 
phenomenon to shape interaction (Stroke and Wallwork, 2003) based on the 
influence of the elements that act in macroecological structure, given that 
immigrants in the province Almeria suffer segregation in almost every field, 
especially in the economic and residential fields, as the most visible. This way, 
Arjona(2006) reflects the economic segregation in Almeria, where African are 
concentrated in the agricultural sector, which has the worst working conditions: 
flexibility, irregularity, low wages, etc., as oppose to eastern European, who,  
besides from the greenhouses, they have inserted in other labor markets with 
better conditions: restoration, construction, transportation, etc. 

Also, Checa (2007) shows how all immigrant groups live spatially segregated 
(dissimilarity and isolation), but their manifestations are very different. While 
Africans are mainly located scattered among the greenhouses, Latin Americans 
and eastern Europeans are inserted into different urban nucleus. In other words, 
Africans are scattered in cottages, becoming nearly invisible, which reflects in 
occupying the worst or least valued spaces in the public sphere. However, Latin 
Americans and eastern Europeans, who share in greater way the residential space 
with the Spanish, sit close to them in the bus. 
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15 In February 2001 one of the most violent xenophobia acts in all Europe took place in El Ejido. For a 
detailed analysis of events, and the different variables involved  you can see, among others, Checa (dir) 
(2001) .

In a similar way, Rebolloso and others (1998) in El Ejido15 proved, in a study 
of open spaces, that if interaction is produced in places of transit – for example 
a peripheral street-  rejection is lower than in those scenarios where the presence 
of different groups is more continuous (e.g., public squares, or public resting 
places located in the center of the city). Therefore, in the street, what is deprived, 
besides the right to difference (cultural otherness and of origin), is the indifference 
(Chebel, 19998), that all native calls in their daily mobility. 

In international research, we can also find the influence of macro stratification 
in the everyday life spaces. Grains (1998), when analyzing exclusion, claims that 
race not only explains residential segregation, but it also has its manifestation in 
the street field, since, even though the macro-elements do no act in a direct way, 
they manifest in the micro fields, meaning, nowhere it is “written” that black 
people should locate in a particular area of the street.

Definitely, with the discursive use of public space we have understood that this 
is translated, very often, in direct actions as both expected behaviors and social 
relationships (recognized and accepted), this is, it maintains social categories 
(native vs. immigrant, us vs. them), that in other areas are perfectly regulated. 

Conclusions

The gradual increase of immigrants is transforming the public spaces of cities. 
The concurrence at the park, the bus stop, the school door or the supermarket 
line constitutes an everyday experience for the vast majority of citizens. Hence 
public place becomes one of the fundamental spaces for socialization with the 
otherness. However, it does not always acts as such, but sometimes it becomes 
an element of mismatch, conflict and isolation. Therefore, as alleged by Falah 
(1996), the paradox of multiple boundaries among people sharing the same space 
is produced.

Public buses are revealed as a valid context to observe the processes of 
interaction between members of different groups. There, a great diversity concurs, 
defined both by the different origin of the passengers and their social status, age 
or sex. The bus line connecting the cities of Almeria and Roquetas de Mar fulfills 
all these requirements and, therefore, was selected for the analysis.

Results show that the bus presents high doses of segregation both in location 
(dissimilarity) and interaction. Since the origin of the passenger becomes the 
core of this compartment scenario, where immigrants sit in the back, especially 
Africans, and natives sit in the front. These figures are heavily stressed if the bus 
is more crowded and female presence is more significant. 
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However, as we have seen, this microecological segregation constitutes a 
level of sui generis reality, since it does not occur independently, but depends on 
other social scale. In other words, boundaries are maintained in every interracial 
interaction processes, based on prejudices and stereotypes, which regulate the 
contact potential, whose final result is personal apartheid. So the patterns of 
segregation in the bus cannot be explained solely by interpersonal factors, i.e., the 
new forms of segregation are informal but they operate with a formal logic, since 
the results confirm that the expected levels of intergroup contact (presumably 
higher due to the reduced space in which the action takes place) vary considerably 
from the real ones. Therefore, the idea of otherness is key as a category that 
organizes the everyday experience. 

Moreover, this segregation with symbolic manifestations —socioideas— 
exercises as a classificatory system that serves not only to impose dominant 
cultural standards and argument social divisions, but also to hide its own 
hierarchical nature. Therefore the appropriation of space, in material terms, 
supposes an objective transformation of places, changing its appearance in the 
eyes of native society. But appropriation in a symbolic sense, affects the way the 
very immigrants conceive and consider the space, which, in our case, turns into a 
place, contingently used by subjects who do not belong in it. 

Fieldwork shows that the disposition of the groups in the bus is the result 
of several processes. On the one hand, deliberate segregation is produced based 
on prejudices about the otherness (Goldberg, 1998). So culture has become 
a surrogate of the idea of race and serves, in a more subtle way, for the same 
justifications: the naturalization of the asymmetries and exclusion. Up to the 
extent to which contact cannot be understood without taking into account the 
categories of race and/or otherness, as a result of emotions drawn from other 
experiences of co-presence (lived experience): work, neighborhood, children’s 
school, etcetera. 

In our case, the occupation of the space is an expression of preservation of 
status (native in the front and immigrants in the back), based on a symbolic 
hierarchy. Therefore, intergroup perceptions are manifested through abstract 
representations of space, with a strong symbolic and identity dimension (my 
space vs. yours), which translate into concrete ethno-localization practices (my 
place of travel vs. yours) and organize social space (Lefevbre. 1991).

Hence, for the contact hypothesis, reality shows, for almost every case, it is 
illusory, since such assumption is an abstract precondition for an ideal society, 
that is, it offers more a utopian vision than social transformation. 

On the other hand, an inadvertent segregation (influence from the macro 
structure) is produced due to a spontaneous process, without an organized 
direction; therefore, we would be standing in a twilight zone/hidden dimension 
(Hall, 1966), as a result of a dialectic between practice and social structure (Pred, 
1984).
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Distance and personal boundaries are not trivial processes, but a reflection of 
the nature of our relationships. Segregation is a way to regulate the interaction 
between groups. So it is not based on deliberate racial reparation policies, but 
as panoply of collective unofficial practices operating in the reproduction of 
racial boundaries. Opening tha public space does not mean it lacks rules. Social 
“conventions” that regulate public spaces establish the ways in which interaction 
must be developed and set the “normality” for practices and behaviors, “seeking, 
not much the adherence to fundamental values, such as respect formal appearances 
(Pellegrino et al., 1991: 11). 

In conclusion, as De la Haba and Santamarina (2004) affirm, urbanity can be 
understood as the expression of a set of negotiations, impositions and adjustments 
made between actors with different possibilities, who end up forming an 
asymmetrical and hierarchical public space on their own accessibility, use and 
appropriation, which in our case is based mainly upon their origin. 
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