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Anthropology and ethnography:

the transnational perspective  

on migration and beyond

Bela Feldman-Bianco 

As a long time interlocutor of the authors of Nations Unbound (Basch, Glick Schiller 

and Szanton Blanc 1994), I intend to examine the emergence of the transnational 

perspective on migration and its developments. Based upon my ongoing compara-

tive research project on the secular migrations of the Portuguese to New Bedford, 

MA (USA), and São Paulo (Brazil), and the more recent migration of Brazilians to 

Lisbon, Portugal, I will indicate the historical conjuncture that led to the formula-

tion of this paradigm. I further specify the reconfigurations of this paradigm and 

resulting advances for the study of migrants in cities (Çağlar and Glick Schiller 
2011) and at the same time argue for the need of a broader notion of migrations 

and displacements (Feldman-Bianco 2015). I claim that this broader notion will 

allow us to articulate and, thus, understand the varieties, scales and spaces of dis-

placement (and immobility) as part of an integrated logic for producing inequalities 

in the current conjuncture of global capitalism. 

KEYWORDS: anthropology, ethnography, transnational migration, migration and 

displacements, global capitalism. 

Antropologia e etnografia: a perspectiva transnacional sobre a migração e 

para além dela  Como interlocutora de longa data das autoras de Nations 

Unbound (Basch, Glick Schiller e Szanton Blanc 1994), examino a emergência da 

perspectiva transnational das migrações e seus desenvolvimentos. Com base em 

meu projeto comparativo sobre as migrações seculares dos portugueses para New 

Bedford, MA (USA) e São Paulo (Brasil) e sobre as migrações mais recentes de bra-

sileiros para Lisboa (Portugal), indico a conjuntura histórica de formulação desse 

paradigma. Para além de especificar as reconfigurações desse paradigma e resultan-

tes avanços para o estudo das migrações na cidade (Çağlar e Glick Schiller 2011), 
defendo a necessidade de uma noção mais ampla de migrações e deslocamentos 

(Feldman-Bianco 2015). Argumento que essa noção mais ampla nos permite arti-

cular e, assim, entender as variedades, escalas e espaços dos deslocamentos (e imo-

bilidades) como parte de uma lógica integrada para produzir desigualdades na atual 

conjuntura do capitalismo global. 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: antropologia, etnografia, migração transnational, migração e 

deslocamentos, capitalismo global. 
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INTRODUCTION

As Eric Wolf aptly stated, concepts and models should be treated as tools that 
we can use to periodically review our ideas and conduct “a critical evaluation 
of the ways we pose and answer questions, and of the limitations we might 
bring to that task” (Wolf 1988: 752).1 In this respect, John Comaroff ’s view 
of anthropology as a praxis highlights the relevance of fieldwork conducted 
in specific times and places for formulating, refining and changing concepts 
and paradigms.2 Thus, ethnographies provide us with tools for the continual 
reevaluation of our ideas.

From this viewpoint, and as a long time interlocutor of the authors of 
Nations Unbound: Transnational Projects, Postcolonial Predicaments, and Deterritori-
alized Nation-States (Basch, Glick Schiller and Szanton Blanc 1994), I intend 
to examine the emergence of the transnational perspective on migration and 
some of its developments. Based on my ongoing comparative research project 
on the secular migrations of the Portuguese to New Bedford, Massachusetts, 
in the United States, and São Paulo, Brazil, and the more recent migration 
of Brazilians to Lisbon, Portugal, I will explore the relations between ethnog-
raphy and the historical conjuncture that led to the formulation of this par-
adigm. I will further specify its reconfigurations for the study of migrants in 
cities (Çağlar and Glick Schiller 2011). At the same time, I will argue for the 
need for a broader notion of migrations and displacements capable of allow-
ing us to understand and expose the similar patterns underlying the varieties, 
scales and spaces of displacement (and immobility) as part of an integrated 
logic for producing inequalities in the current conjuncture of global capitalism.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE TRANSNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

ON MIGRATION

In the 1980s, Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch and Cristina Blanc-Szanton 
formulated the transnational perspective on migration, based on fieldwork 
conducted among so-called “new immigrants” from former colonies who 
settled in US cities in a historic conjuncture marked by global political and 

1 This is a revised and expanded version of a paper presented at the workshop “Nations Unbound: 

twenty years later” held at the Free University of Amsterdam, October 27-30, 2014, and also at the panel 

“Nations Unbound: conjuncture, temporality and agency” at the 2014 Annual Meetings of the American 

Anthropological Association, in Washington, DC. The aim of these events was “to bring key anthropol-

ogists together to place the transnational migration paradigm and the ethnographies it has stimulated 

within the contemporary political economic, and social conjunction” (Glick Schiller 2014: 1).

2 According to John Comaroff, perceiving anthropology as an (in)discipline, that is to say as praxis, 

reveals that our epistemological operations, “belong to the realm of methodology, entailing at the same 

time an orientation towards the nature of knowledge, its philosophy and its notions of truth, fact and 

values” (2010: 529).
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economic restructuring, government policies favoring chain migration, and 
national reconfigurations. Their book Nations Unbound (Basch, Glick Schiller 
and  Szanton Blanc 1994), based on case studies conducted among transmi-
grants from Haiti, Saint Vincent, Grenada and the Philippines, was the first 
full-length ethnography to respond to questions that arose in the 1980s con-
cerning the global political economy, transmigration, nation-state redefinitions 
and migration regimes. The authors called attention to the transmigrants’ 
social fields, which linked localities and countries in a single construction 
through networks of social relations that transposed national borders. They 
examined transmigrants as subjects and actors within the hegemonic pro-
cesses of at least two nations. They also transposed the field of ethnicity well 
beyond the analysis of its cultural dynamics. Their transnational paradigm 
enabled them to analyze how migrants confront structures of unequal power 
and discrimination in their lives that cross state borders. From that viewpoint, 
they challenged the prevailing focus on the “uprooted” and traditional views 
on migration, nationalism and citizenship. Capturing the specific processes 
occurring in the last decades of the 20th century, they highlighted the national 
redefinitions that at the time transmuted, either by rhetoric or by law, former 
colonies, which were positioned in the world political economy as exporters of 
immigrants, into nations based on population rather than territory.

Given the excellence of their scholarship, Glick Schiller, Basch and 
 Szanton-Blanc tested and refined their theoretical paradigm through a series 
of seminars, panels and symposiums. In 1990, they organized a major sym-
posium of the New York Academy of Sciences entitled “Towards a new per-
spective on migration: class, race, ethnicity and nationalism reconsidered,” 
and challenged anthropologists who were conducting fieldwork on immigrants 
in the United States to examine their data through the lenses of an emerging 
transnational perspective of migration.3 In 1994, they led the Wenner-Gren 
symposium entitled “Transnationalism, nation-state building, and culture,” 
which brought together scholars from the US, Europe and Latin America who 
were defining and using the term transnationalism from different viewpoints 
and in contrastive ethnographic contexts:

“to engage in a more global conversation that may bring greater clar-

ity to the concept of transnationalism, specifying its critical elements and 

exploring the ways it relates to the current state of the global economy and 

the politics of nation-building. We need to explore the relationship among 

global capitalism, the exercise of state power, and the construction and refor-

mulation of culture” (Szanton-Blanc, Basch and Glick Schiller 1994: 1).

3 This symposium led to the publication of a collection of essays (Glick Schiller, Basch and 

Blanc-Szanton 1992).
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By developing a more coherent theoretical framework and a common ana-
lytic vocabulary for understanding transnational processes, the conference 
sought to bring a global and comparative perspective to the study of transna-
tional flows of populations and cultural productions at the level of the nation-
state. A main concern was to explore how transnational flows of people and 
ideas seemed to problematize national borders and processes of class repro-
duction, while maintaining hierarchies of domination between and within 
states.

Twelve years later, as part of the ongoing critical reassessments, misuses as 
well as refinements of the transnational perspective on migration, Ayşe Çağlar 
and Nina Glick Schiller organized the 2006 Max Planck workshop “Migration 
and city scale” as a dialogue between students of migration and urban geog-
raphers.4 This reevaluation stimulated analyses of migrants in cities (Çağlar 
y Glick Schiller 2006, 2011; Feldman-Bianco 2011, 2012). Considering the 
interpenetration of differing geographical scales, this paradigm studies immi-
grants as active protagonists of the social fabric of the cities in which they 
live, as well as of their local and transnational practices in specific histori-
cal conjunctures, times and places. By bringing to light the relations between 
migrants, transmigration and the restructuring of global capitalism, this reas-
sessment allows us to reveal immigrants’ agency and their roles in the global 
processes that restructure specific cities. It also allowed explaining the recon-
struction processes of the global, the national and the local through unequal 
networks of relations in specific times and places.

Since its publication, Nations Unbound has been exposed to intense scrutiny 
and transnational studies on migration have proliferated.5 In my own reread-
ing of the book today, I criticize a certain methodological nationalism, and a 
predominant focus on the transnational actions and strategies of transmigrant 
leaders in their relations with the homeland, at the expense of a more detailed 
ethnography of the everyday lives of migrants and the transnational roles they 
play in the cities where they have settled. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to 
consider that in the 1980s and 1990s, fieldwork on immigration led us to 
investigate the ongoing redefinitions and roles of the nation-states.6 Because 

4 See Kearney (1995); Smith and Guarnizo (1998); Faist (2000); Al-Ali, Black and Koser (2001), 

Guarnizo, Portes and Haller (2003); Kivisto (2001); Wimmer and Glick Schiller (2002); Pessar and 

Mahler (2003); Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004); Vertovec (2009), among others.

5 It is not the purpose of the paper to review the vast and heterogeneous literature on transnational 

migration and its different perspectives. The reader is referred, for instance, to Kearney (1995); Pessar 

and Mahler (2003); Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004); Vertovec (2009); Dahinden (2017).

6 This focus on the state and nation was central to various panel discussions organized by Glick 

Schiller, Basch and Szanton-Blanc, such as “Deterritorialized nations, diasporas and new imagined com-

munities: the global context,” in 1991; “Citizenship, culture and class: new transnational spaces and 

deterritorialized or reterritorialized nation-state building,” in 1994; and “Transmigrants, [continues] 
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of this major concern, in the 1990s, in a conjuncture of intense debates about 
the disappearance of nation-states, the transnational paradigm allowed me to 
shift the emphasis to the reconfigurations of nation-states and their national 
narratives against the restructuring of global capitalism and changing modes of 
governability (Feldman-Bianco 1995). Therefore, it remains crucial to differ-
entiate between the critique of and the need to discard methodological nation-
alism and the validity of research on nation-state reconfigurations and roles, 
including state violence, considering the changing global political economy. As 
I shall demonstrate, based on my own fieldwork and ethnographies, the nation-
state continues to be an important actor on issues related to migration and dis-
placements. At the same time, there are global trends interrelating migration 
and displacements, racialization, colonialism, capitalism and its structures of 
domination that cut across and reconfigure the role of nation-states.

NATION-STATE, TRANSNATIONALISM AND TRANSMIGRATION:

CRITICAL DIALOGUES AND REASSESSMENTS FROM THE VIEWPOINT

OF AN ETHNO-HISTORICAL COMPARATIVE RESEARCH PROJECT

Since the 1990 New York Academy of Sciences symposium, my comparative 
research projects have been in dialogue with the ongoing theoretical debate on 
how to frame analyses of transnational migration. These dialogues reveal the 
value of ethno-historical examinations for exposing social complexities, conti-
nuities and changes and for indicating that synchronic “research findings” may 
capture only a particular moment of ongoing social processes.

Differently from most scholars who in the 1980s and 1990s examined the 
national projects of former colonies, I focused on a secular transmigration 
from towns and rural areas of Portugal (a former imperial metropolis) to New 
Bedford, Massachusetts and neighboring New England towns. While new 
immigrants from the Caribbean and South Asia were replacing earlier Euro-
pean migratory contingents, the continuous renewal of Portuguese immigra-
tion to New England allowed for a close examination of patterns of continuity 
and change. In a first phase, the ethnographic present led me to decipher the 
meanings of the multiple Portuguese temporalities and spatialities inscribed in 
the city. From that viewpoint, I examined both the incorporation and exclu-
sionary processes of migrants in New Bedford and Portugal and the construc-
tion of social fields and networks of unequal relations that link localities of 
origin and settlement in different times. Thereby, I suggested that in both 
the past and the present, Portuguese migrants simultaneously created ethnic 
enclaves in New England and maintained connections with their communities 

transnational processes and the refurbishing of nation-states,” and “Citizenship, culture and class: new 

transnational spaces and deterritorialized or reterritorialized nation-state building,” in 1996.
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of origin. Yet, in that ethnographic present of the late 1980s, there was an 
intensification of transnational practices and connections, and a simultaneous 
exacerbation of localisms by the Portuguese as an ethnic enclave in the city. 
These seemingly contradictory patterns anticipated the dynamic interplay 
between globalization and localisms that distinguishes this juncture of global 
capitalism.7

Portugal itself offered an interesting case study, given that it was an impe-
rial (albeit subaltern) metropolis and, at the same time, a nation of emigrants. 
However, from my location in the city of New Bedford, I could offer insight 
only into one dimension of the reconfiguration of the Portuguese postcolonial 
nation – the incorporation of Portuguese emigrants into a nation that is based 
on population rather than territory. For this reason, I suggested that the incor-
poration of the Portuguese diaspora into the Portuguese postcolonial global 
nation had replaced the former overseas colonies in the spatial (re)imagining 
of the former space of the empire.

Subsequently, my participation in the 1994 Wenner-Gren symposium on 
“Transnationalism, nation-state building, and culture” challenged me to pay 
attention to the particularities of Portugal’s efforts to redefine itself as a global 
nation and, thus, contribute to a global perspective on migration. I compared 
my early New Bedford research data with preliminary fieldwork conducted in 
Lisbon, Portugal and São Paulo, Brazil. This comparative viewpoint enabled 
me to expose the reconfigurations of a former colonial metropolis into a post-
colonial nation that became a member of the European Community. I demon-
strated that the incorporation of Portuguese transnational migrants into the 
nation and the transformation of Portugal into a destination for immigrants 
from its former colonies were two interconnected facets of the complex pro-
cesses of the redefinition of the Portuguese nation in the postcolonial era. On 
these grounds, I indicated that, in response to the restructuring of global cap-
ital and the formation of regional economic blocks, former European empires 
have tended to redesign postcolonial nations to favor bonds of descent and 
race and, therefore, the “rights to roots” – thus enabling their (communitarian) 
citizens to circulate freely within the European economic communitarian space. 
Yet, since the Schengen era, in view of increasing controls over national terri-
torial borders and the entry of non-communitarian citizens, including those 
from former colonies, there has been a simultaneous and interrelated process of 
reterritorialization into the “European fortress.” Thus, rather than examining 
just the formation of deterritorialized nations, I affirmed that it was necessary 
to consider the politics of deterritorialization and reterritorialization in the 
refurnishing of the nation-states, as well as their unequal (scalar) locations and 
relations within the larger political economy (Feldman-Bianco 1995).

7 See, for instance, Feldman-Bianco (1992, 2010a).



ANTHROPOLOGY AND ETHNOGRAPHY: THE TRANSNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE…  201

Towards this end, as I sought to further compare the reversed transmigra-
tions between Brazil and Portugal, I combined the transnational perspective 
on migration with Santos’ (1995) position on the need to consider Portugal’s 
semi-peripheral position in the wider economy, to scrutinize its alleged lack 
of differentiation from former colonies, particularly in relation to Brazil. This 
comparison led me to questions about colonialism and postcolonialism and 
to a broader, global, perspective on migration – which considers not only the 
movements of people, but also of symbols, goods and capital.8 From that con-
ceptual reassessment, I also engaged in dialogues with students of the so-called 
postcolonial moment, who have tended to examine yet another dimension of 
the national redefinition process – the presence of immigrants from former col-
onies in the ex-imperial metropolis. Given their interests in the supplementary 
narrations of the nation (Bhabha 1994) and in building histories that chal-
lenge the constructed homogeneities (C. Hall 1996), they have emphasized 
the cultural production of difference.

Since the interdependencies between the former imperial metropolis and 
various colonial sites have specific histories, positions and relations of power, 
I focused attention on the specific interdependencies and mutual constitution 
between Portugal and Brazil and their shifting locations (or rescaling) in the 
wider political scene. While scholars such as Stuart Hall (1996) and Homi 
Bhabha (1994) focused attention solely on the cultural construction of differ-
ence, it became imperative, in view of the continuous production of ambiguous 
cultural borders between Portugal and Brazil, to scrutinize the production of 
sameness, as well as of difference, between the two semi-peripheral countries. 
Thus, my analysis depicted the construction of homogeneity, that is, of hegem-
ony and colonial continuities in postcolonial times. It further emphasized the 
need to consider the positioning and, thus, rescaling of the nation-states in the 
global political economy.

I hence analyzed the development of national policies and elite discourses 
regarding the hegemonic constructions of national belonging in both nations. 
Thereby, I attempted to decipher the interstices and intricacies underlying 
power, domination, subordination and inclusion, by examining the power rela-
tions between the former imperial metropolis and what had been its major 
colony, in the context of the multiple and differential movements of people, 
symbols, products and capital. By placing these comparative case studies 
within the broader scenery of global capitalism, I juxtaposed policies, poli-
tics, movements, restriction of movements, and events concerning immigra-
tion and emigration to untangle the complexities underlying the relationships 

8 My Portuguese-Brazilian conversations with anthropologists and historians who were studying 

different aspects of the Portuguese Empire were most valuable for my conceptual reassessments (see 

Bastos, Almeida and Feldman-Bianco 2002).
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among transnationalism, transmigrant “diasporas” and processes of national 
redefinition in this era of contemporary globalization. Above all, I attempted 
to combine questions on transmigrant “diasporas” with questions on Empire 
and postcolonialism as part of the same problem under study in an ethnogra-
phy of the Portuguese state.9 This in-depth analysis has enabled me to examine 
both the immigration and emigration policies of the Portuguese postcolonial 
state as constitutive of the ways in which government officials have negotiated 
Portugal’s position in the global economy. Moreover, it allowed me to disclose 
the reconstitution of ideologies of Empire in the new political configurations 
in that conjuncture of global capitalism (Feldman-Bianco 2001).

This comparison included the Portuguese of New Bedford, where I have 
continued to conduct intermittent research. Informed by my triangular com-
parative perspective on Portugal’s evolving sense of nation and the ongo-
ing transnational practices in its diaspora, I responded to Çağlar and Glick 
 Schiller’s call to study migrants and city scale. I examined the continuities and 
changes in the positioning and roles played by Portuguese migrants and their 
local and transnational practices considering the repositioning of both New 
Bedford and Portugal in the global political economy. Instead of adopting the 
ethnic group as my unit of analysis, I focused my attention on New Bedford 
and local politics to explain the relations among globalization, city scale and 
the incorporation of migrants. By interrelating local and global processes, I 
showed how the incorporation of these migrants to New Bedford has enmeshed 
with their incorporation in Portugal and, by extension, the European Union. 
From this perspective, I exposed the apparent paradoxes that permeate the 
ongoing neoliberal projects that are grounded on the flexible organization of 
labor, restrictive immigration policies justified by national security that crimi-
nalize immigrants, as well as ideologies of cultural diversity.10

The two respective dimensions of my comparative project – the ethnography 
of the Portuguese state and the social history of New Bedford – intersected. In 
the process, I related the agency of the immigrants to the political economy, to 
expose the dynamic relations between the local, the national and the global. 
Through the lenses of immigration, the social history of New Bedford exposes 
the history of capitalism and the increasing inequality in the world we live in, 
which is characterized by intense social and ecological displacements, expul-
sions, brutality 11 and precarious lives in a conjuncture marked by accumula-
tion through dispossession.12

9 See, for instance, Feldman-Bianco (2001, 2010b); Bastos, Almeida and Feldman-Bianco (2002).

10 See Feldman-Bianco (2011, 2012).

11 See Sassen (2014).

12 See Butler (2004); Butler and Athanasiou (2013).
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TOWARDS THE ELABORATION OF A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE  

ON DISPLACEMENTS

My research findings, coupled with my experience presiding the Brazilian 
Anthropological Association (ABA) in 2011-2012, made me aware of the need 
for a broader notion of migration and displacements to understand and con-
ceptualize the varieties, scale and spaces of mobilities, including restrictions 
to and limitations on mobilities.13 Following the ABA’s tradition of combining 
academic scholarship and social action, we confronted and took action against 
the violation of the human, territorial and environmental rights of indigenous 
and other traditional populations caused by large development projects such 
as the Belo Monte hydroelectric dam in the Amazon. At the same time, polit-
ical alliances between agribusiness and evangelical leaders have systematically 
sought to prevent the demarcation of indigenous lands. Tensions between agri-
business and the traditional populations over their original territories have 
been chronic. In the process, indigenous leaders, particularly those of the Gua-
rani-Kaiowás, have been murdered and others threatened. Furthermore, there 
have been many urban displacements and “cleansing” processes prompted by 
real estate interests, particularly related to the 2014 soccer World Cup and 
2016 Olympics, which also demand the attention of anthropologists. Mean-
while, simultaneously to attempts to formulate a new immigration law focus-
ing on human rights, human trafficking campaigns – which have criminalized 
immigration strategies – became an important theme for the Brazilian gov-
ernment and the Catholic church. More recently, in accordance with the cur-
rent “war against terror,” Brazil has approved a new antiterrorism act, which 
resulted in a National Borders Security Strategy as part of the Borders Strate-
gic Plan.

In this context, I began to notice that these various forms, scales and 
spaces of displacements seem to reveal a new logic and similar patterns of 
expulsion (Sassen 2014), which is amplifying social inequalities and creating 
new  contingents of the dispossessed in this conjuncture of global capitalism. 

13 In fact, given my concern for the movements of people, signs, products and capital, a research 

line entitled “Space and power” was included in the research program “Identities: reconfigurations of 

culture and politics” that I directed at CEMI (1997-2004 / Ministry of Science and Technology / Pronex). 

This research line, coordinated by Antonio Augusto Arantes, centered on the transdisciplinary study of 

the transformations of public space as a place of politics and memory. Special attention was given to 

cities and sites designated as part of the Brazilian or world cultural heritage. The case studies examined 

by this program focused on the politics of identity and the formation of particular space-time config-

urations in Brazil and Portugal, in the context of contemporary social experience. In addition, within 

the realm of the Clacso Working Group “Migración, cultura y política,” we have discussed the need to 

examine different movements and restrictions to movements such as transnational migration, internal 

political displacements (such as the Colombian desplazados politicos) and refugees as part of the same 

problems of study.
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Simultaneously to the predominance of multiculturalist ideologies and rheto-
ric based on human rights and humanitarianism, there has been a cumulative 
production of social categories and a technocratic governance of securitiza-
tion, criminalization and dehumanization of poverty that transcend national 
states.

Moreover, at the same time that movements of capital, signs and virtual 
communication seem to dissolve borders, certain flows of people, products 
and places have been the focus of restrictive policies and selective control. 
Thus, issues related to transnational migrants, refugees and asylum seekers 
have become central to the agendas of national governments and multilat-
eral agencies. In the same manner, internal displacements, resulting from the 
removal of territories or people at the margin, have been at the heart of both 
local and national policies, echoing global multilateral agendas.

Understanding these processes and apparent paradoxes demands new 
theoretical paradigms that can dissolve the ingrained positivist fragmen-
tation that divides knowledge in different fields of study and reifies the 
nation-state. In taking on such a challenge, I suggest the adoption of a 
global perspective on migration and displacements for the analysis and the-
orization of the various types, scales and spaces of mobilities and immobil-
ities, one that considers the interstices of domination and power and the 
production of inequalities as inherent to the restructuring of global capi-
talism (Feldman-Bianco 2015). Whether we are looking at transnational 
migration, political and environmental refugee seekers, human trafficking 
or the removal of populations and or territories due to large development 
projects or real estate interests, or assassinations and the militarization of 
urban peripheries, the idea is to investigate how mobilities and immobilities 
of many types reflect the production of social inequalities in global capi-
talism today. This implies considering migrations, migration policies and 
the social agency of migrants, refugees and other (domestically) displaced 
people – such as indigenous populations, squatters, families whose children 
were assassinated or incarcerated – in a global scenery marked by flexible 
capital and labor, outsourcing, privatization, financialization, technocratic 
governance, state redistribution and state violence. This conceptual tool 
allows discerning mobilities and immobilities and the production of ine-
qualities as part of the dynamic formation of capital, which is simultane-
ously global, national and specifically local.14

14 To develop such a conceptual tool, I have organized and co-organized a series of symposiums and 

panels inviting colleagues from Australia, Europe, Latin America and North America. Each was asked 

to examine, based on their ethnographic research and theoretical explorations on local and global pro-

cesses, the spatial, temporal, gender, class or racial aspects of displacements and inequalities, considering 

developmental and / or neoliberal policies. Whether considering transnational migrations, political and 

environmental refugee seekers, human trafficking or removals of populations from their [continues] 
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This perspective necessarily demands global ethno-historical analyses capa-
ble of revealing current social continuities and ruptures. While human mobil-
ity is millenary, ever since the 15th century the movement of people around 
the world has been part of capital formation and thus enmeshed with racializa-
tion, colonialism, capitalist expansion and corollary structures of domination 
and inequalities. The 15th and 16th centuries evoke the era of navigation and 
exploration along with the transcontinental trafficking of African slaves and 
the invention of racialization – first of the negro and the indio and later also 
of a free migrant labor force. The 18th century saw the formation of nation-
states and the screening of who could enter (or leave) national borders. Racial-
ized foreignness and otherness have been immanent threats as they bring to 
the fore questions of citizenship and the relations between the state and the 
nation (Bourdieu 2004). Britain’s decision to withdraw from the European 
Union and Trump’s victory for the presidency of the United States bring to 
light deep-rooted xenophobic nationalisms that reject and criminalize immi-
gration. Classifications and gendered racialization of immigrants and other 
subaltern populations have been embedded in structural and state violence, 
both in the past and in the present.

There is, hence, an inseparability between migration and displacements, 
racialization, colonialism and capitalism and its structures of domination 
that go beyond the nation-state. In this sense, it is helpful to consider Qui-
jano’s coloniality of power construct, which is “grounded on the imposi-
tion of a racial and ethnic classification of the world’s population affecting 
the material and subjective facets of social existence” (Quijano 2000: 345). 
From this stance, a global perspective on migration and displacements fur-
ther requires theorizing the intersectionalities of race, racism, racialization 
and gender since this perspective concerns a diverse set of actors, includ-
ing indigenous people, Afro-descendants, immigrants, refugees or squatters 
among other categories that tend to be studied separately.15 Conversely, 
there are immigrants and refugees who are Africans, Afro-descendants or 
Indigenous people and urban squatters. Considering the social agency of 

settlement territories, the idea was to investigate how mobilities of many kinds have been tied to pro-

ducing inequalities in the current conjuncture of global capitalism.

15 Escalating discrimination and xenophobia in this conjuncture of global capitalism calls for a 

broader theorization of race and racism far beyond the ongoing anthropological debates centering 

solely on either the diasporic descendants of African slaves, indigenous populations or immigrants, 

refugees and other displaced people. Influenced by Quijano’s “coloniality of power,” there have been 

attempts to develop an encompassing theory of race and racism in the Americas by embracing both 

black and indigenous people who suffer from somewhat similar colonial constructions of racial subordi-

nation. Yet, at the same that new and old forms of racism against these populations persist, contingents 

of immigrants, refugees and other displaced people around the world have been increasingly exposed to 

criminalization, securitization and racial subordination, widening even more the theorization on race 

and inequality as part of the logic of global capitalism.
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these multiple protagonists, it is crucial to examine their actions, reactions, 
inactions, strategies and social mobilizations regarding the prevailing ambi-
guities between differential access and exclusion to human and citizen-
ship rights. Consequently, this approach demands an investigation of the 
intrinsic relationships among the agency of migrants and refugees and other 
displaced people and displacements, inequalities, securitization, militariza-
tion, national reconfigurations, structural state violence and dispossession 
through times and places. From this viewpoint, this broader notion of migra-
tions and displacements has the conditions to lay the comparative bases for 
a better comprehension of the new and old logics of social exclusion pro-
duced by contemporary capitalism.

Sassen (2014) and Harvey (2005) help us to understand the present 
global conjuncture from the viewpoint of capital. As Sassen (2014: 1) sig-
naled, the policies and practices of the past two decades have led to a new 
logic of expulsion that is indicated by a sharp growth in the numbers of peo-
ple, enterprises and places expelled from the core of the social and economic 
order. In this context, she deploys the notion of expulsion to move beyond 
the idea of growing inequalities and capture the pathologies of today’s 
global capitalism. Harvey (2005), meanwhile, formulated the concept of 
accumulation by dispossession to explain the central role played by dispos-
session in neoliberal modernity. His analysis, which focuses on the United 
States and Europe, points to the emergence of a new imperialism nourished 
by spatial and temporal displacements that spark accumulation by dispos-
session to open new markets through an international neoliberal policy of 
privatizations and the pressure exercised by global organizations, such as 
the International Monetary Fund. These policies, and ensuing super-accu-
mulations of capital that have caused periodical crises of predatory devalua-
tion of assets in various parts of the world, are at the heart of contemporary 
capitalism.

Economic depressions, such as those that took place in Latin America in 
the 1980 and 1990s, as well as the 2008-2009 great recession in Europe and 
the US, express ways to address chronic problems of super-accumulation of 
capital. These recessions disrupt people’s lives, causing migrations, refugees 
from wars, expulsions from the countryside due to large development projects 
or from cities because of real estate speculation, among other displacements. If 
the economic recession of the 1980s and 1990s directed migrants from former 
colonies to ex-European metropoles and the United States, the 2008-2009 
recession in central nations resulted in a reverse movement – from Europe to 
the former colonies. In addition to an intensification of interregional migra-
tion, there has been, particularly because of the limited growth in Europe and 
North America and the strict migratory policies, an increase in South-South 
transcontinental migrations.
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The European Union’s restrictions on the circulation of people began 
to expand in the late 1980s, under the Schengen Treaty that differentiated 
between communitarian and extra-communitarian citizens. Extra-commu-
nitarians were also distinguished by binary categories: “legal” or “regular” 
(documented migrants who had the right to enter and circulate within 
the EU and to access its intercultural policies) and “illegal” or “irregular” 
(migrants without proper documentation and without the right to enter the 
European communitarian space). In the United States, historically a nation 
of immigrants whose laws oscillated between the opening and closing of 
the immigration gates according to economic fluctuations, the association 
between migrants and terrorism began in 1996 with the Oklahoma bombing 
and intensified after September 11, 2001 with the so-called “war against 
terror.” While national migratory legislation has historically differentiated 
between “desirable” and “undesirable” migrants, since the 1990s there has 
been, particularly in central nations, a prevailing equation linking migra-
tion, terrorism and human trafficking, thus legitimizing the production of 
illegality entrenched in the currently draconian policies. Even refugees who 
were able to escape wars at home have confronted ongoing criminalization 
and recurrent discrimination and xenophobia. Because of the growing sur-
veillance at borders, women, men and children have been arrested, confined 
in detention camps or deported, while risking their lives crossing borders, 
either to escape from violent conflicts in their homelands or just to fulfill 
their dreams, hopes and projects of a better life. Many die, sometimes bru-
tally murdered during these passages. Borders, transformed into battlefields, 
dramatically symbolized by security walls, have become metaphors for a 
hopeless globalization.

These restrictive policies are now a constituent part of the juridicalization 
of migrations (Dias 2014; Domenech 2015). Multilateral agendas have pro-
duced and exported new categories, such as “human trafficking,” “smuggling 
of immigrants,” “illegal immigrants” and “terrorism,” sometimes through 
bilateral cooperation with countries of the South. Together with a regional-
ization of migratory policies linked to the constitution of a global regime of 
control over transnational migrations, technocratic regulatory policies have 
engendered new forms for the organization and classification of migratory 
flows, which have also been adopted by Latin-American nations. The old cate-
gories and classifications of the “undesirables” were subsumed under the “new 
threats” established by the international community, such as drug trafficking, 
terrorism, trafficking in persons and undocumented migration (Domenech 
2015).

According to Domenech (2015), today’s deportations have become a 
 substantive part of a regime of migration control that articulates (and does 
not separate) “securitization” and humanitarianism. Moreover, besides its 



208  BELA FELDMAN-BIANCO etnográfica  fevereiro de 2018  22 (1): 195-215

 insufficiency, humanitarianism treats migrants and refugees as passive “vic-
tims.” Thus, different forms of expulsion (border rejection, discarding, assisted 
and voluntary returns) have become part of strategies to combat the new 
undesirables: precisely those immigrants considered by technocratic dogma, 
potential threats that do not even offer advantages for order and which are 
therefore disposable.

However, these policies of control and discipline are not restricted to trans-
national migrants. They are also directed at the urban populations of the fave-
las and peripheries of large cities, as well as indigenous and other traditional 
populations. Gabriel Feltran (2016), for example, points out that until the 
1970s, residents of the São Paulo peripheries and favelas were classified as 
“workers,” while today they are considered “criminals” and “marginal” by the 
globally exported urban policies. Control policies and even killings in Rio de 
Janeiro and São Paulo follow these global standards. Therefore, the paradigm 
of securitization is more embracing in these times of accumulation by dispos-
session as the cases of Peacemaking Police Units (UPP) showed. Militarized 
violence generates more violence.

Taking into account the current conservative turn in various parts of the 
globe, these policies are stirring up racism and xenophobia against immi-
grants, refugees, indigenous people, blacks, poor urban squatters, homosex-
uals, among other people at the margins. But at the same time, this state of 
affairs is leading to the formation of social movements composed of different 
segments of civil society (women, blacks, church, trade unionists, immigrants 
and refugees).

Consequently, it is essential to examine how social categories are formu-
lated within the realm of power relations, including their meanings in spe-
cific situations and circumstances. We need to consider that categories such 
as “migration-immigrants,” “legal-illegal” or “regular-irregular,” “deported-de-
portation,” “human trafficking,” “trafficking of illicit goods,” “refugee-refu-
gees,” “squatters,” “missing persons,” “state violence,” “internal enemies,” 
“public security,” “human rights,” “victim-accuser,” “foreigner,” “indigenous,” 
“Afro-descendent,” among others, as well as various stereotypes, are social 
constructions loaded with differential meanings. These social constructions 
express processes of insertion and exclusion of different protagonists. As a con-
traposition to the current production of illegality and criminalization, social 
movements construct their own categories by demanding “a world without 
borders,” “universal citizenship,” and “complete equal rights for immigrants,” 
who as “human beings are not illegal.” Thus, it is essential to examine how 
these categories are set in motion, when and by whom, as well as their differ-
ential meanings in specific contexts, such as in migratory laws, administrative 
and court actions or social mobilizations, considering the social processes and 
from the viewpoint of a history in the making (Thompson 1963). In this man-
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ner, we will be able to discern the interstices of capitalism, domination and the 
production of inequalities.

Migrations are complex phenomena that present multiple faces and bring to 
light cultural differences, as well as the intersectionalities of class, race, gender, 
generation and regions. It is also undeniable that migrants and other displaced 
people reconstruct their knowledges and experiences and that their displace-
ments tend to be central to their families’ transnational projects in the locali-
ties that they left, while they simultaneously become part of the places where 
they relocate. In the past, migratory laws considered migrants of “yellow” 
and “black” skin who belonged to certain nationalities to be “undesirable.” 
In those times, when class movements were central to immigrant mobiliza-
tions, the targets of deportation were anarchists and communists, many of 
whom were active in labor struggles for better working conditions. Today, the 
deported are undocumented migrants who belong to “disposable” subaltern 
populations, such as indigenous peoples, Afro-descendants, urban squatters 
and settlers of the periphery who have experienced various forms of displace-
ment. In a conjuncture of escalating racism, xenophobia and criminalization 
of poverty, we are witnessing the undermining of labor rights by neoliberal 
policies, flexible labor and outsourcing. Multicultural ideologies and identity 
politics have made way for new forms of social mobilizations of identity and, 
more recently, post identities. Understanding the fragmentation of these social 
movements as well as the situations in which different mobilizations come 
together at the grassroots is also a constituent part of the global perspective of 
migrations and displacements.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Anthropology as a praxis opens new horizons in this way, new ideas and par-
adigms tend to be a product of ethnographic research conducted in specific 
times and places. Thus, theoretical and methodological assessments are con-
tinuously subjected to critical dialogues, reassessments, and refinements. Since 
I related the transnational perspective on migration to my own comparative 
research project experiences, I was able to contextualize the historical conjunc-
ture that led to the formulation of this paradigm as well as the potential of 
ethnography as a tool for the renewal of our ideas.

As we have seen, the transnational perspective on migration was an out-
come of fieldwork conducted in the United States in the late l980s, mostly 
among immigrants from former colonies. This was a time marked by both 
the renewal of the migratory contingents settling in American cities and 
the reconfiguration of nations and nationalisms. This combination of fac-
tors highlighted the transnational character of immigrants’ social fields and 
their simultaneous lives – between places of origin and settlement. By placing 
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migration, migration regimes and national reconfigurations against the ongo-
ing restructuring of the global political economy and unequal power relations, 
this paradigm renewed our ideas and concepts on migration. Thus, it chal-
lenged the former predominant characterization of immigrants as uprooted 
people whose social organization, work and culture tended to be studied 
solely from the standpoint of their lives in their countries of destination. 
As my ethno-historical research indicated, this limited perspective together 
with the (then) prevailing “melting pot” ideologies prevented scholars from 
noticing immigrants’ continuing – even if weakened – social fields, which 
linked their homelands and localities of settlement into a single construction 
(Feldman-Bianco 1992).

Differently from my interlocutors, I studied migrants from a former impe-
rial metropolis. My ethno-historical comparative research thus required me 
to combine the transnational perspective on migration with Santos’ (1995) 
position on the need to consider Portugal’s semi-peripheral location in the 
wider economy, to scrutinize its alleged lack of differentiation from former 
colonies, particularly Brazil. This comparison led me to questions about colo-
nialism and postcolonialism and to a broader, global perspective on migra-
tion, which considers not only the movements of people, but also of symbols, 
goods and capital. This conceptual reassessment, together with the dynamics 
of deterritorialization and reterritorialization in the reconfiguration of the Por-
tuguese postcolonial nation, enabled me to unite questions of transnational 
migration and questions of Empire and postcolonialism as part of the same 
research problem. From the perspective of an ethnography of the Portuguese 
state, I discovered the reconstitution of ideologies of Empire in the new polit-
ical configurations of postcolonial times and showed how both immigration 
and emigration policies were central to the ways in which government officers 
negotiated Portugal’s position as a member of the EU in the global political 
economy.

During fieldwork in New Bedford in the late 1980s, I was only able to 
offer insight into one dimension of the reconfiguration of the Portuguese 
postcolonial nation – the incorporation of Portuguese emigrants into a 
“deterritorialized” nation that is based on population rather than territory. 
Nevertheless, when I focused on the former Portuguese metropolis and began 
a comparative transnational study between Lisbon and São Paulo, I identi-
fied concomitant and interrelated processes of escalating reterritorialization 
because since Schengen it has been increasingly difficult for non-communi-
tarian citizens to enter and circulate within the “European fortress.” These 
interrelated processes of deterritorialization (of emigrants) and reterritori-
alization (of immigrants) have become predominant in the refurnishing of 
nation-states and nationalisms as a direct response to the restructuring of 
global capitalism.
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In a conjuncture marked by new nationalisms, the transnational perspec-
tive on migrations encouraged researchers to conduct fieldwork prioritiz-
ing the relations between migrants and their homeland and long-distance 
nationalism. However, in the 1980s and 1990s, a period of increasing influx 
of immigrants to European cities, and the corollary issues of “integration,” 
Çağlar and Glick Schiller’s (2011) reassessments called for the study of 
migrants and city scale. In a conjuncture marked by the interpenetration of 
different geographic scales, these conceptual refinements allowed us to study 
transnational migrants as active protagonists of the social fabric of the local-
ities of settlement and their local and transnational practices. It also enabled 
us to discern their agency in the global processes that restructure cities, and 
to explain the construction of the global, the national and the local through 
unequal networks of relations.

As we have seen, informed by my comparative ethno-historical research 
findings, I focused on a social history of New Bedford through the lenses 
of immigration to explain the relations among globalization, city scale and 
the incorporation of migrants. By interrelating local and global processes and 
focusing on immigrants and their agency, I showed how their incorporation 
in New Bedford has enmeshed with their incorporation in Portugal and, by 
extension, the European Union. From this perspective, I exposed the apparent 
paradoxes that permeate the ongoing neoliberal projects that are based on 
undermining historic achievements of labor movements, the flexible organi-
zation of labor, restrictive immigration policies justified by national security 
that criminalizes immigrants, as well as ideologies of cultural diversity in a 
conjuncture marked by accumulation through dispossession.

The ongoing social processes of increasing securitization, exploitation 
and dispossession made me aware of the need for a global perspective on 
migration and displacements to comprehend and conceptualize the varie-
ties, scales and spaces of mobilities and the restrictions and limitation to 
these mobilities, in this juncture of capitalism. This paradigm, as a gateway 
to understanding and exposing social continuities and ruptures, is part of 
my recurrent attempts to discern social processes beyond the prevailing pos-
itivism that divides knowledge into different fields of study and tends to 
reify the nation-state. While the notions of “expulsions” and “accumulation 
by dispossession” were developed from the viewpoint of capital, the global 
perspective on migration and displacements aims at uncovering the inter-
stices of domination and power, and the production of inequalities inher-
ent to the restructuring of global capitalism. Accordingly, it requires that 
we contextualize migrations, migratory policies and the role of migrants 
and refugees, as well as the internal displacements of subaltern popula-
tions – indigenous people, quilombolas, squatters, families of executed or 
imprisoned children in a world scenario marked by flexible capital and 
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labor, privatization, financialization, technocratic governance, state redis-
tribution, and state violence.

Furthermore, as I have already outlined, this global migration and displace-
ments notion demands:

	 global ethno-historical analyses and theorization regarding the intersec-
tionalities of race, racism, racialization, gender and class;

	 investigation of the intrinsic relationships among the agency of migrants 
and refugees and other displaced people and displacements, inequalities, 
securitization, militarization, national reconfigurations, structural state 
violence and dispossession through times and places;

	 examination on how social categories are formulated and set in motion, 
when and by whom, within the realm of power relations, as well as their 
differential meanings in specific contexts, such as in migratory laws, 
administrative and court actions or social mobilizations.

In a conjuncture of escalating racism, xenophobia, criminalization of pov-
erty and increasing polarization between the conservative right and demo-
cratic forces, it becomes imperative to uncover potential “emancipatory 
spaces” in order to “reinvent democracy” (Santos 2016). Therefore, it is not 
by chance that examining the social movements of transnational migrants for 
their rights, at the local level, as well as their articulations with the national, 
transnational and global, is also part of the global perspective on migration 
and displacements. It is equally important to explain the fragmentation of 
these social movements as well as the situations in which different protag-
onists come together at the grassroots level and, at least situationally, these 
movements turn into “emancipatory spaces.”
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