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Chapter 1
Introduction: Interdisciplinary Dialogues
and Methodological Debates

Liliana Rivera-Sánchez and Fernando Lozano-Ascencio

Over the last two decades, the volume of academic publications and news articles
on migrations around the world has been remarkable. The acceleration of human
mobilities is inherent to the current stage of the globalization process. In academic
and political spheres, the topic has been the focus of numerous seminars and
debates on the impacts, effects and consequences accompanying these interna-
tional processes of accelerated migrations.

In contemporary social sciences we have also witnessed an intense exchange
among academics in many parts of the world regarding how to theoretically
address the current migration process and identify the analytical perspectives—in
other words, the conceptual structures and epistemological meanings—that can
contribute toward fully understanding the multiple facets and dimensions of a
process which, by its very nature, demands interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary
perspectives (Morawska 2003). The emergence of debates on this topic—espe-
cially on how to address it—reached one of its most critical points in the academic
community in the early 1990s, with the first works from a transnational perspective
and its subsequent reformulations during the second half of the same decade (Glick
Schiller et al. 1992; Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2003; Khagram and Levitt 2008).
Also contributing to this debate, without a doubt, were academics who did not find
anything new in these reformulations (Waldinger and Fitzgerald 2004; Waldinger
2008), and this led to the emergence of other perspectives.

The revitalization of post-colonial studies, reformulations of critical anthro-
pology, studies on global coloniality (Grosfoguel 2006) and on coloniality of
power, in the words of Aníbal Quijano (2000), contemporary studies by neoas-
similationists, and also a refinement of the original proposals made by theorists
from the transnational perspective, among other proposals linked to the field of
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migration studies, all contributed to expanding the range of modalities for
addressing this topic (see Rodríguez and Martínez 2008).

More recently, concern lies with reformulating analytical strategies that will
permit interdisciplinary dialogue for constructing new research agendas in the
study of contemporary migrations—not necessarily because this involves a new
phenomenon, but rather with the objective of recognizing the heterogeneity of the
process, its contingency, and the multiple interconnections with contemporary
social transformation processes, thereby enriching the disciplinary approaches
from which this phenomenon is addressed in the social sciences (Foner et al. 2000;
Morawska 2003; Glick Schiller and Levitt 2006; Glick Schiller 2007; Pries 2008;
Feldman et al. 2011).

Research questions on the migration process vary according to discipline and
theoretical approach (Brettell and Hollifield 2000), but they also, of course,
attempt to respond to the modalities and accelerated changes experienced in the
migration process itself. Clearly, the social sciences and their consequent episte-
mic change respond to a slower rhythm than the changes and dynamics of social
processes and their effects, since they are intrinsically nourished by and linked to
these changes (Kuhn 1962; Bourdieu 1976). In other words, the acceleration of
migration flows, changes in migration patterns, emergence of new regions of
origin and destination, and social transformations associated with them, have
clearly contributed to the new research questions and theoretical proposals cur-
rently accompanying the evolution of academic debates (Glick Schiller and Faist
2010; Glick Schiller and Caglar 2011).

Interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary dialogues can enrich this effort, with a
focus on discussing not only theoretical and methodological perspectives for
addressing the contemporary migration process, but also the units of analysis and
epistemic consequences of studies conducted in recent years. With this objective,
scholars studying these topics in different regions of the world have been brought
together. Still, it is a challenge for dialogue between academics from the north and
south—to speak generically of two locations that are not only geographic, but also
epistemic and sociological in nature—to become an exchange among equals. On
the one hand, language imposes certain limitations in terms of communication and
dissemination of knowledge, or at least this is more clearly evident among aca-
demics that communicate and publish their findings in Spanish in particular.
Generally speaking, at least some of us in the south have assumed the task of
continuously reading publications from the north, particularly those in English.
However, it should be said that academics and students in countries in the north
fail to do the same. Most of them do not read publications in other languages, and
particularly those in Spanish, to mention one example. Nevertheless, significant
efforts have been made to establish a dialogue between academics from the north
and south, with the aim of understanding the viewpoints, conditions and per-
spectives from which knowledge is generated in this field (Ariza and Portes 2007;
Delgado and Castles 2007; Feldman et al. 2011).

In summary what we would like to emphasize is that the migration process is
interpreted in a different way when researchers live in so-called societies of origin,
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than when it is interpreted from societies of destination—even when research work
is multi-situated. The location of researchers in this field involves numerous fac-
tors that influence the modalities for conducting research: national and/or regional
academic traditions, education in a given discipline, gender, nationality, access to
resources, institutional affiliation, the way research teams are formed, and the
position/role of researchers in the field of study, to mention only some (see
Bourdieu 1976, 1984; and also Gray 2008; Kaltmeier 2012). Research agendas are
clearly mediated by these locations, and it is necessary in our work in contem-
porary social sciences to bring awareness to these mediations, and to break with
the dichotomic readings that are implicit in this migration process (origin–desti-
nation, north–south, cause-effect, to mention a few).

It is important to clarify that for the purposes of this book, an interdisciplinary
dialogue was carried out primarily among academics in the American continent,
with study focused particularly on groups of Latin American migrants in the
United States, Canada and Spain, together with inter-regional migrations within
Mexican territory and Colombians who migrate to Ecuador and Canada, particu-
larly. In other words, a dialogue was established between the north and south,
focusing on a specific region of global capitalism. What remains as an academic
challenge for the future is a reflexive, comparative, multidisciplinary exercise
focused on migration experiences in other geographic regions and with partici-
pation by researchers from other continental and regional academic traditions.

With the objective of establishing an interdisciplinary dialogue among research
teams working in the field of migration and human mobilities studies, in both the
northern and southern regions of the American continent, a Seminar was initiated
in 2006, entitled Theoretical-methodological challenges in migration studies:
between comparative analysis and interdisciplinary. The Seminar was coordinated
by the Migration and Social Transformation research Team at the Regional Center
for Multidisciplinary Research (Centro Regional de Investigaciones Multidiscip-
linarias) at the National Autonomous University of Mexico (Universidad Nacional
Autónoma de México). One of the Seminar’s founding principles was to consider
the field of migration studies as a strategic field for researching the dynamics of
the configuration of contemporary societies and their social differentiation and
transformation processes. In other words, the point of convergence for participants
was a perspective from the same field of study, which is by nature both inter-
disciplinary and multidisciplinary, beyond the research problems and objectives
proposed. The Seminar participants, who have written the chapters in this book,
came from different disciplines: sociology, demography, anthropology and history.
Our research teams were at different stages in the research process. Some had
already completed their field work and were processing the information gathered;
others were writing up their research results or had already concluded and even
published some of their findings; and one team was just initiating a new project.
The different points in time characterizing the various research studies also enri-
ched the dialogue in Seminar sessions and facilitated the writing of documents that
demonstrate the methodological dilemmas experienced in the various stages of
research. This can be highly useful for students, who find themselves at different
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points in the preparation of their research proposals, and to whom we especially
dedicate this book.

This methodological Seminar was initiated at the first meeting held in June
2006 in Cuernavaca, Morelos, Mexico. The purpose of the meeting was to bring
together researchers working in interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary teams,
engaged in comparative research on issues related to migration processes in var-
ious countries and regions, and related to different national and ethnic groups. Two
of the primary objectives that led to this initiative were, first of all, to develop a
forum for theoretical and methodological discussion on analytical strategies that
contribute to the development of comparative analysis in migration studies, and in
general, human mobilities’ studies; and secondly, to share the challenges of
research work confronted in interdisciplinary teams (Bryman 2007; Mills et al.
2006). Clearly, one of the main concerns of Seminar participants was the fact that,
despite a significant volume of literature related to migration studies—and not
only in this field, but also in other social science fields—there are few contem-
porary methodological texts that manage to combine reflection on the way that
research is carried out in practice, while manifesting the position held by partic-
ipating researchers, with reflection on the actual process of the research carried
out.1 In short, authors either present the findings or results of studies carried out, or
design methodological texts that fail to include any examples of the dialectic
exercise that social research allegedly fulfills.

This concern also arises from the daily experience of Seminar participants with
our students, as we demand clarity in their methodological proposals, however we
cannot easily provide them with texts containing a map of the route that our
research work or that of our colleagues has followed. Nonetheless, the objective of
bringing together texts with these characteristics does not suppose that social
research is conducted on the basis of a certain formula, and we are certainly not
suggesting that the chapters contained in this book constitute a handbook with
prescriptive formulas for undertaking research. To the contrary, the texts we have
compiled here illustrate the diversity of methodological and analytical strategies
that were designed, from the same field of study, to conduct research with different
objectives, interests and approaches to the research problem.

Over these years we have held three Seminar meetings, the first in June 2006 in
Cuernavaca, Morelos, Mexico; the second in May 2007 at the Latin American
School of Social Sciences-Ecuador in Quito, Ecuador; and the third in June 2008
in Taxco, Guerrero, Mexico. This book is composed of the final products generated
by this working group. The chapters are the result of dialogue and debate among
the participating teams and have been in a continuous process of re-writing, with
the objective of offering final documents that will be useful for systematic
methodological reflection, not only in the field of migration studies, but in general

1 There are, of course, notable exceptions. See, for example, some recent publications that
manage to achieve this exercise: Masseroni (2007); De Sipio et al. (2007); Ariza and Velasco
(2012).
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for social science scholars concerned about the methodological and conceptual
rigor of research work.

The essays compiled in this book were written throughout the various stages
experienced by this group of researchers constituted in a Seminar, following a
methodological guide that proposed questions and problems—which were
resolved among the members of each group, who responded from their varying
research contexts. These methodological guidelines were prepared collectively and
constitute a methodological instrument in and of itself. As a result, we are now
offering a compiled book that is not merely the sum of disconnected chapters, but
rather an integrated product constructed around a series of focuses that guided the
discussion and development of the final texts.2

The methodological reflections contained in this book’s chapters followed two
primary routes: (1) demonstrating the research process through the design of an
analytical, methodological strategy for testing a research hypothesis, and on the
basis of testing such an hypothesis, discussing the ways through which results or
findings are generated, or in other words, the diverse modalities used in data
construction; or (2) demonstrating the research process through the design of an
analytical strategy and then, describing the way in which certain initial supposi-
tions were re-conceptualized and/or certain analytical categories were reformu-
lated, as well as bringing attention to the theoretical-methodological implications
of this process and its reformulation.

The main focuses around which discussion in the methodological seminar
revolved were: (a) interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary in research teams, (b) the
design of research strategies with methodologies that combine quantitative and
qualitative methods, (c) the relevance and utility of comparative analysis in social
sciences, and (d) the division of labor in collective research, reflexivity and the
dialectic nature of research (Ragin 2006; Smelser 2002).

Interdisciplinary was one of the topics addressed in the seminar, underscoring,
on the one hand, the richness obtained when analytical perspectives from different
disciplines enter into dialogue through members of the research team, making it
possible to use different approaches, by incorporating analytical categories and
instruments from varying fields of study. On the other hand, emphasis was placed
on avoiding the risk of losing rigor in disciplinary work and in the rules imposed
by the use of certain research methods or techniques (Siltanen et al. 2008).

One of the routes taken by participating research teams was a multidisciplinary
approach, that is, with specialists from different disciplines coming together in a

2 The methodological guidelines developed and circulated prior to each Seminar session made it
possible for documents to be read before the session and organized around defined focuses of
discussion, and facilitated the systematization of debates among researchers. In addition, because
topic and problem-based minutes were taken of each Seminar session, the most relevant debates
were systematized and the pending tasks and commitments made by each research team at the
end of work sessions were identified. These minutes were taken by a person outside the Seminar
group and were sent to participants in the days following the work sessions. These minutes
constitute a valuable record of the discussions among participants.
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team to resolve a research problem, share common language and even agree upon
the use of certain analytical categories—by constructing them. One of the keys in
this multidisciplinary work was to acquire and develop habits of ongoing com-
munication among the members of each team, with the aim of respecting the
specialization represented by each discipline, but also incorporating elements from
the other disciplines in order to enrich the perspective from which a given matter
was being analyzed.

According to González Casanova (2004), the term interdisciplinarity applies
strictly to studies on self-regulated systems in which there is a constant intersection
or integration of knowledge from different disciplines. However it also applies
generically to new divisions and collaborations among specializations within the
same discipline. In other words, this concept can relate to the intersections among
different fields of study or different problem-based specializations.

Today, interdisciplinary has multiple connotations, from institutional concep-
tualizations that refer to work carried out in research centers with academics from
different disciplines, to the development of sub-fields or hybrids of knowledge that
cross fields of different disciplines, also referred to as transdisciplinary (Smelser
2002). Thus, one of the challenges proposed by the research teams was the
articulation and complementary nature of research work, not only because borders
between disciplines have been permeable, but also because reflexive work in teams
makes it possible to construct analytical structures and concepts for defocalizing
the hierarchal organization of the social sciences and also the exclusively disci-
pline-based debates (Siltanen et al. 2008). In addition, the complexity of social
reality demands integral or integrated explanations and not only partial perspec-
tives on empirical phenomena. Nonetheless, this explicit acknowledgement of the
need to construct and carry out interdisciplinary research constitutes a challenge in
research practice. A researcher cannot carry out interdisciplinary work on his or
her own. Dialogue with others is of course necessary, and so is coordination, which
involves more than one division of field work or merely the use and application of
certain methodological techniques or instruments. Rather, this process involves the
construction of analytical structures and certain methodological tools that facilitate
transversal readings of the phenomena under study (cf. Corona-Berkin and
Kaltmeier 2012). In other words, an option for conducting interdisciplinary work
consists of designing a research problem to be addressed through different levels of
analysis.3 In this case a transversal reading does not necessarily signify that
methods must be combined, and in fact a multi-method (both qualitative and
quantitative methods) strategy used in a study does not necessarily imply inter-
disciplinary work, unless instruments are explicitly designed to achieve such a
dialogue (see Bloomraad 2007; Onwuebuzie and Leech 2005). In the same way,
the mere combination of methods in a single instrument does not represent an
interdisciplinary strategy, but it does open up the possibility that research results or

3 This practical modality of interdisciplinary work is notably illustrated in the chapter in this
book by Coubes, Velasco and Zlolniski.
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findings can also be the product of an interdisciplinary dialogue—with diverse
levels of analysis—and readings made with different instruments.

Research and data construction in the social sciences are dialectic processes,
independently of whether their construction is interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary
or disciplinary. In the end data are the product of an exercise in conceptual and
analytical reflexivity. The production of scientific knowledge is clearly related to
researchers from different fields taking epistemological positions. In other words
there is no single way to construct data or present research findings. Innovation in
a scientific field—according to Pierre Bourdieu—is not produced without breaking
with current assumptions, and scientific capital is the most exposed to challenge
(Bourdieu 1976, p. 56).

The validity of knowledge produced in social sciences is associated with the
validation of procedures through which certain evidence and factual information is
generated, and through which certain assessments have been made with regard to
the significance of findings. Consequently, in the chapters of this book, priority is
given to presenting the modalities through which research is conducted in multi-
disciplinary or interdisciplinary teams. In other words, the focus is on the narrative
of methodological experience, the way in which certain findings were obtained, the
methods and instruments designed for this purpose, the methodological difficulties
and the processes followed in order to prove an hypothesis. In most of the chapters
the reader will find some retrospective reflection that facilitates systematizing
methodological practice and demonstrating the research process to the reader.

In addition to this exercise, which shows how research is being conducted,
authors also discuss how investigative strategies are reformulated. In fact
throughout the chapters the reader can observe how the dialectic element is present
in both the data construction process and in the research process itself. Through
methodological narrative, some chapters indicate basically how hypotheses are
proven, and how the production of research findings or results is not subject to
approval or confirmation of hypotheses—since the refutation of hypotheses is one
of the possible results of research. In other cases priority is placed on the process
of reformulating concepts and analytical categories.

One of the focuses that can be found transversally across the different chapters of
this book is a process of reflecting upon the construction of complex units of
analysis, which lead to the development of certain analytical strategies for studying
the multiple facets of contemporary processes from a social science perspective. In
some cases authors explicitly resume the discussion on methodological nationalism,
and fundamentally, the discreet units of analysis that do not permit dynamic com-
parisons and detailed readings in diverse and sometimes simultaneous times and
spaces are problematized. This methodological tension becomes apparent in the
study of settlements through mobilities, expressed in the relation between residence
and mobility (in the Chap. 2); the comparative exercise and contextual analysis of
two migration flows of women in global markets located in two large cities (in the
Chap. 3); the relational perspective for understanding variations in experiences of
fear and forced migration in the different migration journeys, and in incorporation
into the different receiving societies (in the Chap. 4); the problematization of
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nationality or a national group as an analytical unit for subsequently explaining
organizational identities, practices and modalities, as well as the historic complexity
of contexts of departure and of reception (in the Chap. 5); the substitution of urban
and rural places of origin with urbanized and ruralized contexts of departure, as well
as the development of an analytical category like oriundez, to explain the interre-
lation between internal migration and international migration, as well as the historic
links among regions (in Chap. 6); and finally, the development of a methodological
strategy that recuperates the historicity of migration processes and the construction
of their own contexts, based on understanding transnational social space, also from
its origin (in the Chap. 7). All these methodological dilemmas lead to a process of re-
thinking all cases, and re-thinking the units of analysis that are useful for refor-
mulating analytical strategies that facilitate the construction of comprehensive
explanations of complex processes. We will now closely examine the contents of
each of the chapters included in this book.

1.1 Focus of the Chapters

The idea is not only to emphasize the main contributions derived from interdis-
ciplinary reflection and the use of comparative methodology, but also to present a
brief summary of the contents, scope and objectives of the studies around which
each team engages in theoretical-methodological reflection.

Chapter 2 by Marie Laure Coubês, Laura Velasco and Christian Zlolniski on
Residential Settlement and Mobility in the San Quintín Valley: Methodological
Reflection on an Interdisciplinary Study is a clear example of what it means to
carry out a research project based on a strategy of interdisciplinary collaboration.
The authors use a study of the residential settlement of contingents of agricultural
day workers in the San Quintín Valley in the Mexican state of Baja California as a
base for analyzing and discussing ways to construct and design a research project
with interdisciplinary aspirations. The authors found it necessary to adopt an
interdisciplinary investigative strategy due to the complex way the research
problem was proposed, specifically the process of residential settlement as the
result of global, regional and local economic processes, which at the same time
lead to new forms of geographic and migratory mobility, generating new social
actors and new processes of identity and rootedness.

The research team, composed of a demographer, sociologist and anthropologist,
found it necessary to constantly resolve the tension created by their disciplinary
specializations, and at the same time, to constantly promote interdisciplinary
dialogue. This dialogue and the continuous crossing of disciplinary borders was a
central factor in defining the units and levels of analysis in the research, in
designing the questionnaire, in the theoretical discussion (especially at the macro
level) and in interpreting research results. Nevertheless, despite the significant
level of interdisciplinary integration achieved in certain areas and at certain
moments in the research, team members maintained the rigor characteristic of each
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of their respective disciplines, especially in carrying out their individual work. In
this sense, the challenge of interdisciplinary work lies not only in maintaining a
spirit of teamwork and ongoing dialogue—which implies defocalization from
individual disciplines—but in knowing how and when to use the rigor and strength
of each discipline represented on the team, that is, knowing how to combine
collective (interdisciplinary) work and individual (disciplinary) work.

Beyond teachings and experiences in the arena of interdisciplinary work, it is
worth mentioning the way an analytical strategy of this type makes it possible to
propose research problems related to certain social processes, in more complex,
contextual manners. A traditional, or we might say classic, study of the process of
residential settlement will identify the San Quintín Valley as a place of final
destination of geographic and migratory mobility that originates in southern
Mexico. Apart from the emergence of new social processes in the region under
study, for example the fight for land and for urban services, or for recognition of
certain cultural practices (a result of the significant presence of the indigenous
population among new residents) we can see in this research a conceptual link
between residence and mobility, elements that make up the settlement process. At
the origin we find mobility, since only on the basis of mobility can we explain the
region’s population process. Nevertheless, once new inhabitants manage to
establish themselves, new forms of mobility and migration emerge, or in other
words, the new residence does not inhibit mobility and in fact it may facilitate or
promote geographic and migratory mobility, especially to destinations like the
United States. Consequently, as the San Quintin Valley is established as a point of
arrival, it is at the same time a point of exodus, revealing the relation or inter-
weaving between internal and international migration, processes which some
disciplinary perspectives do not consider to have or have had any relation.

It is precisely the analytical, methodological strategy of an interdisciplinary
nature proposed by Coubês, Velasco and Zlolniski that allows them to propose and
prove their study’s hypothesis, specifically that once migrants achieve their resi-
dential settlement, the circular patterns of mobility are transformed toward less
frequent migrations of longer duration, at both national and international levels.

Marina Ariza’s Chap. 3 on A Comparative Approach to Global Domestic
Service in Two Cities. Methodological Notes belongs to a group of chapters that
reflect upon analytical and methodological strategy, in this case on a comparative
strategy based on the comparative method, oriented toward testing specific
hypotheses. Based on the study of the relation between female migration and labor
insertion, in the context of social transformations associated with globalization, the
author discusses and proposes a strategy for comparative analysis in the study of
two clearly-identified female migration circuits: women from the Dominican
Republic in Madrid, and women from Mexico in New York.

In this chapter the reader will find a systematic, clear discussion on the limi-
tations and advantages of the comparative method and its different meanings, both
in social sciences in general and in the field of migration and mobilities’ studies in
particular. Especially noteworthy is the need to achieve an adequate comparison of
similarities and differences between the cases under study, and the importance of
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identifying the number of cases to be studied, the selection of those cases and the
equivalence of the indicators for comparison.

The author suggests three advantages from the use of the comparative method
in the study of migration processes. The first is that it minimizes the risk of
tautological statements, since by incorporating a second or third group in the study,
or by analyzing the same social group but in different contexts, it is possible to
relativize statements and avoid inappropriate generalizations. A second advantage
is that it reduces the tension between micro and macro levels of analysis, since by
expanding the scope of the first and the specificity of the second, it incorporates
explanatory factors that are not necessarily associated with one or the other level
of analysis. The third advantage is that it combats methodological nationalism,
since analysis of human mobility and migration from a transnational perspective
breaks with the nation-state referent and challenges the origin–destination
dichotomy.

The idea of comparing two migration flows of women originating in two
countries (the Dominican Republic and Mexico) and arriving in two urban con-
texts that attract the Latin American and Caribbean labor force—specifically
Madrid, Spain and New York, US—is highly pertinent, due to the increasingly
global nature of domestic work, as a feminized labor market. However, the study is
even more unique because of the type of comparative perspective selected by the
author, by suggesting that each of the two circuits has a set of inter-systemic
differences and similarities, associated with what takes place in the countries of
origin and destination. As for differences in the country of origin, especially worth
noting are the presence of dissimilar family structures, and more independent
female migration in the case of women from the Dominican Republic and more
associational (following family members) migration in the case of Mexican
women. With respect to the context of reception, the author underscores differ-
ences and especially similarities between the two feminized migration flows. The
key differences are established in the different types of immigration policies,
regulations in labor markets for foreigners, and in the welfare state policy applied
to migrants. In contrast the author points to a set of similarities associated with the
contexts of reception, such as two developed economies, with tertiarized pro-
ductive structures, aging demographic structures, and a significant demand for
female migrant labor in activities such as domestic services and caretaking work in
general. The author focuses on developing a comparative analytical strategy that
allows for delving more deeply into the analysis of inter-systemic similarities than
differences. She indicates that the research design proposed is similar to that of the
maximum similarity systems suggested by Przeworski and Teune (1970), to the
extent that there are a significant number of variables in both migration systems
that are postulated as causal variables.

In terms of methods and techniques used in gathering information in the field,
the author proposes a qualitative analysis strategy that includes interviewing
migrant women as well as another type of informant in the four points (local-
izations) where the study was conducted. The tendency is clearly toward studying
diversity (key criterion in the selection of informants), beyond attempting to
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discover patterns. This is not a study oriented toward examining ‘two cases’, and
to the contrary, the feminized migration circuits selected are not limited to only the
national groups considered. The author proposes developing a comparison of the
two migration trajectories in a context characterized by globalization and the
creation of specific labor markets that require the female migrant labor force. This
perspective is what allows the author to break with methodological nationalism
and propose ‘‘a type of causal explanation that is more complex and contextual
one’’. It is important to point out here that unlike the other chapters included in this
book, in which teams of two or more researchers have participated, this study was
led exclusively by Marina Ariza. Her methodological reflections, nevertheless,
reveal the enormous potential of the comparative analytical strategy in the study of
migration and human mobility.

Chapter 4 by Pilar Riaño and Marta Villa on Forced migration of Colombians:
a relational perspective, is a reflection on the study of forced migration of
Colombians (both internally displaced and refugees) in three national contexts:
Colombia, Ecuador and Canada. While the chapter has been written by these two
researchers, the team that carried out this complex, broad-based research was
composed of ten researchers from different disciplines, and from the three coun-
tries mentioned. The purpose of the research was to analyze the social integration
process of Colombians who cross internal and international borders, while taking
two key analytical focuses into consideration: the social fears and experiences of
individuals in displacement and refugee situations. The research was conducted in
nine different sites (three in each country) in order to develop a broad universe for
examining modalities, differences and similarities in the insertion of Colombians
who are displaced or refugees.

After presenting a detailed characterization of the concepts of internal dis-
placement and refugee status, the authors discuss some relations and variations in
the fear and forced migration experienced by refugees and the displaced. The
research is basically qualitative, multi-situated and focused on receiving societies,
and confronts enormous methodological and disciplinary challenges. In the nine
localities selected, a total of 21 workshops were organized to the refugee popu-
lation, eight discussion groups were held with representatives from governmental
and nongovernmental organizations linked to providing services to refugees and
the displaced, and 22 interviews were completed with functionaries and those
providing services to refugees and the displaced.

Although the research suggests using a comparative analytical strategy, what it
actually uses is a relational perspective, with the aim of understanding certain
variations in the experiences of fear and forced migration in the different journeys
taken and in the incorporation of individuals in the particular receiving societies.
The analysis and discussion among the three national teams made it possible to
establish diverse ‘types’ of forced migration in each country, constructed on the
basis of displacement experiences, systems of relations and types of journeys
taken. Nonetheless, the main contribution of this research, in methodological
terms, is not focused on the typology of forced migrations for each country, but
primarily on the conceptual scheme known as the field of relations in the forced
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migration of Colombians. In this scheme the authors analyze characteristics of the
sending context (violence, war, conflict), the receiving context (public policies and
institutions associated with services to refugees and the displaced), and the central
role played by the migration journey and the elements of which it is composed,
such as the social mediating organization in these displacements, social and
institutional resources used along the way, social networks, transit spaces and
migration routes. A very important strategy adopted by this research team, from
both methodological and ethical viewpoints, was the presentation of study results
to the population of refugees and the displaced who participated in the workshops.
The impact of this effort to socialize the findings made it possible to confirm the
similarities and differences in the experiences of the refugees and the displaced in
the various receiving sites.

Unlike the study conducted by Marina Ariza, whose comparative strategy is
oriented toward examining some structural characteristics of labor insertion by two
groups of immigrant women working in domestic services, the research led by
Riaño and Villa demonstrates another modality of comparative analysis, specifi-
cally of subjective processes, such as social fears and the way in which such fears
shape the way refugees and the displaced become integrated in another place of
residence. The authors call this process an analysis of experience.

Closely associated with the previous chapter is the work of Luin Goldring and
Patricia Landolt in Chap. 5 on Transnational Migration and the Reformulation of
Analytical Categories: Unpacking Latin American Refugee Dynamics in Toronto.
This chapter offers a rich discussion on the ways that original research supposi-
tions (hypotheses) are transformed—especially during field work—and the ways in
which concepts and analytical categories are modified and reframed in the process.
The initial objective of this study was to build a map of the patterns of transna-
tional engagement and the integration process in the society of reception (the city
of Toronto, in Canada) for four national-origin groups of Latin American exiles
and refugees: Chileans, Salvadorans, Guatemalans and Colombians. It was
assumed that the groups selected were composed of refugees with a specific
national origin, defined by the centrality of their country of origin. Based on a
comparative analysis strategy, the idea was to contrast the characteristics of the
social incorporation and transnational engagement of these national groups, with
the assumption that organizational forms based on national and sub-national
identities would be found. The essay analyzes the way in which the original
categories and lines of analysis were reframed, leading the authors to also refor-
mulate the study’s initial assumptions and hypotheses.

An initial problem confronted was that in the original proposal, the contexts of
departure for the four national groups of refugees were homogenized as a single
‘type’ of context, assuming the situations characterizing forced migration were the
same. In other words, it was assumed that if all migrants had the same condition or
characteristic as refugees, then a similar situation (violence, war) would have led
to their emigration, and what migrants had in common was their national origin.
The error, which was rectified during the process, was to consider only one context
of departure, instead of four.
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The second field or node is related to the independence of the cases studied and
the notion of temporality. Since the place of arrival and/or reception for Latin
American refugees in this case is Toronto, the way in which the authors differ-
entiated between the contexts of reception was almost exclusively on the basis of
the period of arrival for the waves of refugees. For example, they identified spe-
cific cohorts or periods of arrival, dominated by certain national groups. The
authors were able to reformulate the ‘context of reception’ category and the notion
of temporality by theorizing and anticipating that the waves of migrants were
modifying the characteristics of the contexts of reception. Given the structural
difficulty in comparing groups of refugees arriving at different times to the same
destination, it was necessary to unravel the context of reception, since the emer-
gence and consolidation of Canadian organizations assisting Latin American ref-
ugees and the very arrival of new refugees implied changes in the context of
reception.

The third node is related to the tendency to define ‘groups’ or populations
according to a shared nationality. At the beginning of the study, national origin
was a key category, a fundamental unit of analysis. Nationality was considered to
be a valid ‘container’ or basis for generating identities, practices and organiza-
tions. However, field work assisted the authors in recognizing the importance of
organizations without a shared nationality, in the social and political incorporation
of the Latin American refugee population in Toronto. The authors found organi-
zations bringing together artists, women and professionals, as well as religious
organizations and umbrella organizations made up of Latin Americans of diverse
nationalities, with significant levels of integration and transnational engagement.

When the authors abandoned the idea of developing catalogues of different
individuals or national organizational cultures, they moved on to a much more
detailed analysis of the cultural practices and features that migrants bring with
them when they are displaced to other countries. This cultural and political
‘toolkit’—described in this way by the authors—may be more important than
national origin in terms of the generation of identities, practices and organizations.

Chapter 6 by Liliana Rivera-Sánchez and Fernando Lozano-Ascencio on
Between the contexts of departure and modalities of the social organization of
migration: a radiography of the research process, presents a meticulous reflection
on a process through which the analytical and methodological strategy of a study
on international migration dynamics in the Mexican state of Morelos was enriched
and modified. This is a chapter that describes changes in direction and key
reformulations in the research methodology, process of construction and trans-
formation of some analytical categories, and methodological designing of instru-
ments employed in the corresponding field work. The framework for this reflection
is a study that was focused on studying the differences and similarities in the flow
of migrants to the United States originating in Mexican rural and urban localities
in a state considered to be part of ‘emerging’ international migration. The central
hypothesis was that the profile of migrants with rural origins was essentially
different that the profile of migrants with urban origins. At the same time, the rural
or urban nature of the locality of departure played a part in creating differentiated
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migration patterns. The idea was to prove, from a comparative perspective,
whether the rural or urban environment had an impact on migrants’ selectivity and
on the dynamics of migration to the United States.

There were two important changes in the orientation of the analytical strategy
used in this research study. The first was substituting the ‘place of origin’ category
(rural or urban) with the context of departure. The idea was to move beyond the
simplistic notion that rural or urban features are automatic attributes, defined
according to the size of the population or the predominance of certain productive
activities. The ‘context of departure’ category implies a complex perspective of
migrants’ place of departure that takes into account not only the local geographic
space but also social space, that is, the presence of historic processes and eco-
nomic, social and political relations that extend beyond the locality’s physical
space. The second change in the orientation of the analytical strategy was
replacing the category of ‘migration dynamics’ with the social organization of
migration category. This change signified moving away from the idea of identi-
fying and comparing rural and urban migration patterns, toward the need for
analyzing a wide range of processes such as migrants’ strategies for crossing
borders, the selection of places of destination, the presence and use of coyotes and
polleros, the forms of migrants’ social and family links with their places of origin,
and the modalities of concentration or dispersion of migrants in different points
within the United States. This complex aggregate of processes was identified as the
social organization of migration. In rigor, the changes in strategy allowed for
refining the study’s central question, specifically to describe the relation between
the ruralized or urbanized contexts of departure and the modalities of the social
organization of migration in Morelos.

In order to explain the relation between these two analytical categories (con-
texts of departure and social organization of migration), the authors defined a set of
complex variables such as the historic formation of territory, the history of emi-
gration to the United States, the link between internal and international migration,
the role of social networks, and modalities of settlement in the place of destination.
This made it possible to not only operationalize the study of the relation between
contexts of departure and the social organization of migration, but it identified the
need to construct new analytical categories that incorporate elements of complex
variables such as those mentioned. One of these analytical categories is oriundez.
In this chapter the authors present a detailed discussion of the process of con-
struction and transformation of this analytical category, and it is one of the main
strengths of this particular work.

Chapter 7 on book, Investigating the ‘origin’: rethinking the transnational
social space from contexts of departure by Alicia Torres and Gioconda Herrera
offers a reflection on a research study in process on a social space with a long
migration tradition. The theoretical and methodological reflection is developed
around a study in the Cañar province in the southern Andean region of Ecuador—a
region that has presented different modalities of internal and international
migration: journal workers traveling within the country to work in the sugar cane
harvest, migrations to the United States, and more recently, migrations to Europe,
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especially Spain. The authors review the original proposals of their research
project, and the way in which collective discussion and reflection signified a
reformulation of the methodological strategy, units of analysis and the way to
propose the universe under study,

The purpose of this research is to analyze the way in which the migration
experience in the Cañar province has influenced the reconfiguration of relations of
inequality and social exclusion, as well as the reconfiguration of the transnational
social space, in terms of its effects on hierarchies of class, gender, and ethnicity.
Initially, the objective was to follow the trajectories of migrant families in order to
analyze the way in which the experience in the place of destination influenced both
the type and characteristics of the transnational practices and links carried out by
migrant families, and in the processes of inequality and social exclusion in the place
of origin. This was a proposal that over-represented the influence of the receiving
country in the forming of local social spaces, without delving deeper in the study of
what took place in societies of origin. Even more so, since emigration from Cañar is
directed toward two clearly-identified international destinations (New York, in the
US, and Murcia, in Spain), the authors proposed comparing the effect from the
experience of migrating to these two specific destinations (based on a multi-situated
research) as a way of understanding the social dynamics of the context of departure.
In rigor, what this chapter presents is the rectification of the path to be taken by the
research, by proposing to abandon the relation with receiving societies and instead
further study the social fabric of the societies of origin.

One of the most important changes in the orientation of the methodological
strategy was the decision to reconstruct the migration dynamics in the Cañar
province from a historic perspective. This would facilitate observing the process of
construction of transnational social spaces, not only on the basis of studying
transnational practices and links, but fundamentally on the basis of analyzing how
the transnational forms of being and belonging (based on Glick Schiller 2004) are
interwoven and constitute forms of reproducing local social spaces. In this sense,
the study of local spaces is central, however in relation to what takes place
globally, although the focus is on local occurrences. In the words of the authors,
theoretical-methodological reformulation signifies ‘‘moving toward a more dense
perspective of the contexts of departure’’.

The comparative perspective in this research study is clarified when the authors
reflect upon the study’s units of analysis. Since the authors’ interest is to further
develop its analysis of local society, in relation to its global insertion, the units of
analysis proposed are precisely the transnational modalities of being and
belonging. This implies that the comparative perspective is focused on homes with
migrants, and homes without migrants—in this case migrants inserted in a context
of international migration. The reflection contained in this chapter provides a set of
theoretical and methodological tools for identifying and studying transnational
social spaces, with special emphasis on contexts of departure.

The seminar, which led to this book, was financially supported by the William
& Flora Hewlett Foundation, the Regional Center for Multidisciplinary Research
(Centro Regional de Investigaciones Multidisciplinarias—CRIM) at the National
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Autonomous University of Mexico (Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México—
UNAM), and the Latin American School of Social Sciences (Facultad Latino-
americana de Ciencias Sociales—FLACSO) campus in Quito, Ecuador. In par-
ticular, the last Seminar meeting and the publication of this book were financed in
the framework of the Program for Assistance to Projects for the Innovation and
Improvement of Teaching (Programa de Apoyo a Proyectos para la Innovación y
el Mejoramiento de la Enseñanza—PAPIME) at the UNAM.

Lastly, we would like to express our appreciation to all the collaborators who
co-authored this book, who worked with particular dedication during this long
period of time, generously sharing their knowledge and experience in research. In
addition we would also like to express our gratitude to Luciana Gandini, who
carefully prepared the Seminar minutes, and to Rosa Lilia Álvarez, who has
accompanied us since the project was created and who was responsible for the
Seminar’s operational coordination.
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Chapter 2
Residential Settlement and Mobility
in the San Quintin Valley: Methodological
Reflections on an Interdisciplinary Study

Marie Laure Coubès, Laura Velasco and Christian Zlolniski

Abstract This chapter examines the settlement and mobility practices of farm-
workers and families in the San Quintin Valley in Baja California, Mexico from a
multi- and interdisciplinary perspective. Its goal is to open the ‘black box’ of
interdisciplinary collaboration as research praxis to expose its nuts and bolts. The
praxis of interdisciplinary research can be conceptualized as a process consisting
of different stages requiring various approaches and research strategies. Each stage
poses a distinct set of challenges but also presents opportunities for enhancing
dialogue across disciplines. Interdisciplinary research means both specialization
and defocalization, with each of these logics dominating in a different way at the
stages of theoretical conceptualization and methodological construction examined.
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2.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the methodological experience in a multi- and interdisci-
plinary study on the settlement process of laborers and families in San Quintin
Valley since the 1980s.1 Located in the state of Baja California, Mexico, some
300 km south of the US border, San Quintin Valley is one of the most economically
dynamic rural regions of northwestern Mexico, thanks to its specialized export-
oriented agricultural production of fresh vegetables for the US and Canadian
markets. Since the 1970s, growth in the horticulture export sector has fostered an
increasing demand for field workers in the region, leading to a gradual but solid
transformation in labor composition from migratory laborers residing in camp
settlements and in constant movement, to laborers settled in colonias–subdivisions
of land lots where settlers have built their own homes—with more stable
employment opportunities. We refer to this residential shift from camps to colonias
as settlement, with important implications for family and labor life and for the
constitution of the local and regional community.

At the regional level, settlement has led to notable demographic consequences,
including the population growth registered in recent decades. Between 1990 and
2010, the population of the San Quintin Valley more than doubled, jumping from
38,151 to 92,177 inhabitants.2 Given the new pattern of residence in colonias, the
traditional agricultural camps where farm workers were generally located have
decreased in size, and some have disappeared. In their place, a large number of
recently forming colonias have been emerging, with agricultural workers and their
families building their own housing, creating new forms of employment, devel-
oping new local communities, and gradually establishing roots in the region.
Residential settlement, however, did not lead to the end of migratory mobility in
the region; on the contrary, it fostered new forms of geographic mobility and
migratory patterns. This process of mobility-settlement-mobility is characteristic
of the border region between Mexico and the United States, reflecting a global
phenomenon of simultaneous human migrations and settlement processes.

With the objective of studying residence and mobility as constitutive aspects of
this settlement experience, we decided from the outset to apply an interdisciplinary
approach that would allow us to capture the richness and complexity of this
process, which has profoundly transformed the region in the last decades. Meth-
odologically, the interdisciplinary and teamwork approach promised better con-
ditions than an approach based on a single discipline to confront the challenge of
achieving a comprehensive understanding of settlement and its consequences.

1 The study presented is part of a larger project ‘‘Migración, Trabajo Agrícola y Etnicidad’’
(Migration, Farm Labor, and Ethnicity) conducted in Baja California funded by Conacyt and El
Colef in Mexico. Ethnographic research was also funded by grants from the Wenner-Gren
Foundation and the National Science Foundation.
2 Elaboration of the El Colef-Conacyt project, based on the General Censuses of Population and
Housing, 1990 to 2010.
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With the purpose of giving an account of the new residential forms and the
changes in migratory flows to the region, we decided to combine three disciplinary
approaches: demography for studying the interactions between demographic and
residential dynamics; sociology for studying the collective action associated with
new residences and its consequences in the social integration processes; and
anthropology for documenting this process from the perspective of the laborers
and families who are the protagonists of settlement.

Following Smelser (2003), we define interdisciplinarity as the collaboration and
synergy among researchers from distinct disciplines who converge with different
focuses, concepts, and perspectives in the comprehension of a determined social

Mayordomía handing over in Nuevo San Juan Copala, San Quintin Valley, Baja California,
Mexico. Source Photo by Abbdel Camargo who granted permission to reproduce this photo

Welcome to San Quintin Valley, Baja California, Mexico. Source Photo by Abbdel Camargo who
granted permission to reproduce this photo
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phenomenon. From this perspective, our intention is to go beyond the mere sum of
empirical results arising from diverse disciplines and methods. We aim to pursue
interdisciplinary dialogue that can lead to a critical review and formulation of new
concepts and theories pertinent to the research topic.

Fortunately, we are not starting from zero in this undertaking. The academic
literature covering the epistemological and theoretical basis upon which interdis-
ciplinary research is conducted is of great value. Examples in interdisciplinary
research can be found in fields such as international migration, ethnic, and gender
studies, which have all developed on the basis of cross-disciplinary fertilization.
Yet there is scarce reflection and discussion about the praxis of interdisciplinary
research and the challenges that collaboration across disciplines entails. We
specifically refer to the praxis of interdisciplinary research as process, the different
stages an interdisciplinary project involves, the set of challenges each stage pre-
sents, and the research strategies available to respond to them.

The objective of this chapter is to contribute to reflection on this matter based
on our experience of interdisciplinary collaboration in the study of the above
referred settlement process in the San Quintin Valley. Generally, scholars who
form part of a research team possess experience around a specific theme and have
studied a particular discipline, developing a certain degree of dominion of theo-
retical knowledge and specialization in determined methodologies and techniques.
Yet at the same time, this specialization often becomes a straitjacket, inhibiting
interaction and the generation of shared knowledge among researchers with dis-
tinct themes and disciplines when they take part in joint projects, as is our case.3

Throughout the project, we realized that interdisciplinarity required a certain
degree of disciplinary defocalization in order to facilitate comprehension of the
logics of reasoning, basic variables and parameters, theoretical assumptions, and
methodologies employed by other ‘specialists’.

The argument we present here is that interdisciplinary research implies both
specialization and defocalization, with the crossing of disciplinary borders. Each
of these logics dominates in a different way in the conceptualization phase and in
methodological construction. Thus we view interdisciplinary research as a process
made up of distinct phases including: (1) conceptual design of the project,
(2) selection of study methods and techniques, (3) collection of data and infor-
mation, (4) analysis and interpretation, and (5) write up and presentation of results.
Distinct possibilities exist in each of these phases, as well as challenges, advan-
tages, and disadvantages for the interdisciplinary encounter, compelling the

3 In our research team, each member has not only a different disciplinary education, but also
specializes in different areas of knowledge. The sociologist, Laura Velasco, focuses on studies of
migration and identity processes, particularly of indigenous populations from Oaxaca migrating
to destinations along the northwestern Mexican and southwestern US border regions. The
demographer, Marie Laure Coubès, has studied employment along the northern Mexican border,
particularly gender differences in labor markets and labor trajectories. The anthropologist,
Christian Zlolniski, specializes in issues of labor and migration, particularly with respect to
Mexican immigrant workers and communities in the United States.
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research team to make some strategic decisions. We believe that a discussion of
the challenges that each of these stages entails is a necessary step for researchers
who aspire to overcome the disciplinary barriers that often prevent truly inter-
disciplinary teamwork.

In this chapter we present only the first two phases of our research. The first
section addresses the conceptual design of our study, its objectives, disciplinary
approaches, hypotheses, and levels of analysis. We discuss the experience of
developing concepts that resonate across different disciplines, and how we built
upon the theoretical corpus of each of them. In the second section, we describe the
project’s methodological design and the research techniques selected to respond to
the multidisciplinary construction of the project.

2.2 Conceptual Design: The Study of Settlement
from an Interdisciplinary Perspective

Our initial interest was to understand the transformations occurring in the region
during the last two decades, particularly the process of residential settlement of
thousands of laborers and their families in the region. This phenomenon contrasted
with the image of San Quintin—still present in the literature of the 1990s—as a
region of seasonal migrants. One of our first challenges then was to conceptualize
the various aspects that characterize this residential settlement process. We defined
settlement as a demographic and social process through which a high proportion of
agricultural workers made this region their place of residence, changing from
seasonal migrants to residents with ties and a sense of belonging to a local and
regional community without implying the end of their geographic mobility.

In order to understand how residential settlement emerged, we also considered
other transformations in the larger region’s economy. The San Quintin Valley’s
recent history presents a clear illustration of how the articulation between global
and regional forces has fostered formidable economic and demographic growth in
this arid region which, prior to the 1980s, was scarcely populated. Growing
demand for horticultural products in the US market, as well as the flow of capital
south of the border and the relocation of numerous export-agriculture sector
consortiums to the San Quintin region have contributed to sparking this region’s
soaring economic growth.

In this context, our aim was to study the new residential and mobility patterns
that such macro-structural transformations have engendered, and the ways in
which individuals and collectives respond and frame their options for action.
Statistical and qualitative data indicate that a large segment of the region’s
inhabitants have experienced residential change from camps for laborers residing
in the area only temporarily, to low-income colonias. For example, the proportion
of agricultural laborers residing in camps during the high season dropped from
two-thirds to one-third between 1989 and 1999 (INI/PRONJAG, cited by Velasco
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2002, p. 71), and in the 1990s 20 new colonias were create.4 These changes have
been accompanied by social differentiation in labor and ethnic terms. A large
number of the new settlers are no longer as vulnerable to the changing agricultural
seasons, since agricultural employment has extended throughout more months
during the year. In addition, population growth has fostered the development of
employment possibilities in other sectors such as services and regional commerce,
contributing to the increasing diversification of the region’s labor markets. There
has also been increasing ethnic differentiation of the migrants arriving in the San
Quintin Valley, including Mixtecs, Triquis, Zapotecs, and Purépechas, as well as
mestizo workers who come from states such as Sonora and participate at a different
point in the production process.

In the context of these changes, we seek to examine the residential and mobility
dimensions associated with settlement from an interdisciplinary articulation at
both the conceptual and methodological levels. We begin with the premise that
settlement should be addressed as a diachronic process that develops in stages over
time, involving important transformations at both the macro level in the region’s
demographic structure and in meso–implications for the families and domestic
units that are the subject of settlement. With the objective of capturing these
distinct levels, our proposal consists of combining different approaches from
various disciplines with regard to the concept of settlement.

Specifically we approach the settlement experience in the San Quintin Valley
from two different and complimentary angles: as a colonization endeavor, and as a
social integration process. In one of its primary meanings, the concept of settle-
ment has been used by historians and human geographers to refer to the process of
colonization of scarcely populated areas by new settlers who migrate from other
regions and who contribute to its economic development. In this sense, the concept
of settlement is closely linked to the idea of settlers as pioneer agents who con-
tribute to opening up, populating, and developing new regions in bordering/
peripheral locations which, due to their geographic, climatic, or political charac-
teristics, had been scarcely developed. These pioneer agents may establish
themselves in previously uninhabited territories or may join settlements already
established by earlier inhabitants.

The notion of colonization as the organizer of settlement has been developed by
geographers, who have proposed a theoretical model of urban systems resulting
from this process (Whebell 1969). The settlement resulting from colonization is
represented by the corridor model, which serves as a transportation axis that
shapes residential settlement along this axis. In this sense, the history of San
Quintin’s development includes various elements of this corridor model. San
Quintin is located in a long plain area, connected to the cities of the north by the
trans-peninsular highway. This transportation axis has played a key role in the
development and distribution of its main settlement points and the expansion of its
economic relations with cities in the north as well as in California. Settlement in

4 Elaboration of the El Colef-Conacyt project based on Observación de colonias.
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this region is thus organized in different staggered locations located along the
highway axis. The economy, almost exclusively oriented toward exportation, is
also an important element of this colonization model.

The concept of colonization also has a long tradition in studies about the history
of economic development in the southwestern United States and its border region
with Mexico since the mid-nineteeth century. For example, some historians have
used this concept to outline the slow colonization process in the state of Baja
California. The first projects to develop large-scale commercial agriculture in the
peninsula took place in the late nineteeth century during the Porfiriato regime
spearheaded by various national and foreign companies; however, in the San
Quintin Valley these projects failed (Piñera 2006; Taylor 2011). On the threshold
of the twentieth century, Mexicali emerged as the first and largest agricultural
enclave in Baja California in the Colorado River Delta (Deasy and Gerhard 1944,
p. 584). This development reflected a broader historic process through which the
Mexican state began to promote large agricultural irrigation projects, especially for
cotton production, along the country’s northern border.

The San Quintin Valley, however, can be seen as a case of late colonization in
one of the northern Mexico border regions which had remained outside of the
border’s economic development, was scarcely inhabited, and where the state had a
weak presence. As such it shares similar traits with, and also offers important
contrasts to, the previous experiences of colonization in Mexicali and other
northern border regions. In all the cases, colonization was a result of export-
oriented commercial agriculture development projects first around cotton in the
first half of the twentieth century, and then around vegetable production beginning
in the 1970s. Thus it was not until the 1970s when the San Quintin Valley began to
take off economically and demographically, stimulated by the development of
export agriculture, especially tomato production. This growth was also facilitated
by the construction of the trans-peninsular highway connecting the region to the
Tijuana-San Diego border. In this undertaking, the Mexican state sought to
develop this border region with the objectives of providing sources of employ-
ment, populating the region, and fomenting the export-agriculture industry by
seizing upon the natural advantages of geographic proximity with the US market.5

Unlike the large irrigation projects constructed in Mexicali and other regions of
northern Mexico, however, state investment in infrastructure in the San Quintin
Valley was scarce. The initiative for promoting the agro-export sector was left in
the hands of private investors, particularly US companies, through commercial
alliances with local producers. In this sense, the state makes its appearance late in
the region’s history, most visibly in the 1980s, both to bring order to the massive
population process unleashed by economic growth and to mediate labor disputes
between producers and laborers in a climate marked by high levels of social

5 For a discussion of the growth of the export-oriented horticultural industry in Mexico and its
role in fomenting massive forms of labor migration and flexible employment, see Lara Flores
(2010) and Lara Flores and de Grammont (2011).

2 Residential Settlement and Mobility in the San Quintin Valley 25



inequality and conflict. The state then became a central actor in the distribution of
lands for colonias in which agricultural workers and their families gradually set-
tled, the regularization of property rights, the installation of certain basic services
and infrastructure for these recently-formed colonias, and the development of
assistance programs for alleviating the problems related to poverty, hygiene, and
public health that began to ravage the indigenous agricultural worker population.

In short, the San Quintin Valley illustrates a case of late economic development
directly linked to the globalization process of the export-agriculture sector
(Zlolniski 2010). As such, it poses a number of questions: How did the transition
from agricultural camps to colonias take place in this colonization endeavor? How
has the demographic and ethnic profile of the Valley’s population transformed?
And how have the new settlers developed a sense of belonging and community in
this region? To answer these questions we felt we needed to look beyond the
concept of colonization explained above to capture the social mechanisms by which
individuals and collective groups set up roots in the region and mobilize to advance
their rights as settlers. Next we turn our attention to a second approach to settlement
that addresses the economic, social, and political dimensions of this process.

2.2.1 Socio-Economic and Political Integration

The concept of settlement also has a long-standing tradition in sociology and
social anthropology. In these disciplines, this concept is often used to refer to the
mechanisms, strategies, and collective actions through which new inhabitants,
generally immigrants, attempt to incorporate and integrate within a new social and
political context. In the field of migration studies, the notion of settlement as
incorporation within the receiving society is a tool that has been used widely.
Particularly in the studies on Mexican migration to rural California in the 1980s,
the concept of settlement was used to distinguish between migrants (sojourners)
and settlers (Chávez 1988, p. 105; Cornelius 1992, p. 187), pointing out an
important change in the living conditions and the vital orientation of migrants once
they achieve a stable residence.

While recognizing the contribution of these studies to the documentation of the
settlement experience of Mexican immigrants in California, it is important to
challenge the dichotomy implied in the distinction between these two types of
immigrants. Viewing settlement from the biographic perspective of the individual
or the family, the new residence does not necessarily inhibit the mobility of the
individual or other family members. Instead it may actually facilitate or foment
geographic and migratory mobility. According to Rouse (1992, p. 43), while a
process of stability for some members of the family exists, this same condition
extends to others the possibility of continuing in movement, developing a type of
bifocality in the residential settlement process that combines with the establish-
ment of trans-territorial or transnational circuits. This simultaneous and multiple
reality has been recognized as one of the premises of the transnational migration
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model, exhibiting the intermingling of integration practices in the new places of
residence with those of transnational or translocal linkage, as well as the coexis-
tence of links with places of origin and other locations in the migratory circuits at
the family and community levels (see Levitt et al. 2003, p. 571).6 In this per-
spective, family life is not limited to the local sphere, but may take on a trans-
territorial or transnational tone, depending on the places in which family members
are located. This creates a situation in which what happens in one region, such as
California or Oaxaca, has implications for individuals residing in other regions,
such as San Quintin.7

In our theoretical model on settlement there is then a conceptual connection
between mobility and residential establishment by formerly migrant workers.
Mobility is at the origin, since the process of demographic growth in the region
was in large extent the result of the arrival of the pioneer settlers and thousands of
workers and their families. But once these migrants settled, establishing residence
in the region, new forms of mobility and migration appeared. This makes the San
Quintin Valley a point of both arrival and departure, in which internal and
international migration intersect.

Thus both residential stability and geographic mobility reflect the above-
mentioned bifocality. Placing this phenomenon in historic and social perspective,
we decided to conceptualize settlement not only as the development of a rural
region inhabited by businesspeople, ranchers, and laborers, but also characterized
by the emergence of new regional actors, new forms of identity, and new processes
for establishing roots linked to the significant changes in forms of residence.8

Hence in the San Quintin Valley (Velasco 2005), like in some agricultural regions
in Oregon made up of immigrant workers (Stephen 2005), associative forms with
more institutional life achieve viability once the residential settlement process has
been placed into action. The grassroots organizations and political organizations
thus become constitutive agents of the settlement process and therefore of the
region itself. In addition, in the San Quintin case, the fact that the residential
settlement process is produced in a region that until recently was scarcely popu-
lated, with little infrastructure and weak state institution presence, poses new
questions about the collective forms and political strategies used by settlers to
secure access to basic public services in their communities (i.e. water, electricity,
schools, health), and strive for their rights as residents.

In sum, from the start of our project we sought to integrate two complementary
dimensions of settlement–colonization and social integration—to describe and
analyze the recent residential settlement process in San Quintin Valley in all its

6 In this sense it is important to recognize the work carried out by academics such as Juan
Vicente Palerm (2010, 2002, p. 255) and Travis Du Bry (2007, pp. 15–18), who elaborate more
diverse typologies of agricultural workers in rural populations of California using the criteria of
length of stay, place of birth, and time and radius of mobility.
7 According to Peter Schmitt-Egner (2002), regions are always part of a larger spatial unit that
translates into distinct borders and vertical connections in a national or transnational context.
8 For a discussion of the symbolic identity in the formation of regions, see Giménez (2009).
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richness and complexity. As such, our project is focused on two different but
complementary spheres of settlement. The first sphere refers to the transformation
of the patterns of residence and mobility of the agricultural laborer population, and
the second is focused on how these changes affect the demographic structure of the
region, the structure and social organization of families, and the content and ori-
entation of collective actions by the new residents.

With this goal in mind, we approach settlement from a multidisciplinary per-
spective. We employ demography to document the transformation of mobility, in
terms of the diversification of its temporality and rhythm, and the changes in the
places of origin and destination. Demography can also be used to explore the
transformation of residence in terms of its type and localization and the interac-
tions between the two dimensions. From an anthropological perspective, we focus
on the strategies and social resources used by families to access lands and build
their own housing, and the economic strategies that serve to reinforce their resi-
dential settlement. The collective strategies of social and political movements led
by the new inhabitants in the process of residential change are addressed by
sociology, through the sociological intervention method described further below,
and by ethnographic research; both approaches are focused on the reconstruction
of collective actions carried out during the settlement process.

Having outlined the objectives and conceptual design of our project, in the next
section we turn to the research methods and techniques we constructed to study the
different dimensions of settlement presented above. In this section we also discuss
the opportunities and limitations encountered in interdisciplinary collaboration
during the phase of designing the study’s methods and techniques.

2.3 Methodological Strategy and Research Techniques

2.3.1 Articulation Between Conceptual Scheme
and Methodological Strategy

A common methodological strategy in interdisciplinary projects consists of
combining research methods and techniques originating from different disciplines
into a common methodological instrument that integrates the virtues and strengths
of each discipline. Such is the case in migration studies that combine quantitative
and qualitative methods with the objective to guarantee both representativity and
the richness and depth of results. An example of this approach is the now classic
study carried out by Douglas Massey and his collaborators on the migration
process of urban and rural communities of western Mexico to the United States,
and the role performed by the migrants’ social networks in that process (Massey
et al. 1987). One of this study’s most original methodological contributions was
the use of an ethno-survey that combined the goal for representative quantitative
findings with the qualitative richness and depth endowed by the ethnographic
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method. Its authors defined the ethno-survey as the result of interdisciplinary
collaboration between ethnography, sociology, and demography; in other words, a
methodological marriage between ethnography and the survey with the objective
of obtaining high degrees of both representativity and depth in the study of
migration as a social process (Massey et al. 1987, p. 12).

In contrast, after an initial phase of interdisciplinary collaboration in the project’s
conceptual formulation, the design of the research methods and techniques in our
study was marked by disciplinary specialization in which the particularities of
demographic, sociological, and anthropological methods were preserved. This
research strategy, which seeks to maintain the distinction and rigor of diverse
research techniques with the purpose of maximizing the specialization and expe-
rience of each team member, was adopted based on both heuristic and pragmatic
reasons.

In heuristic terms, in order to address the study of settlement in its double
dimension of residence and mobility, we used a combination of quantitative and
qualitative methods from demography, sociology, and anthropology. This
approach could give an account of both dimensions, the first at the macro-level of
the region, and the second at the meso-level of the family and social organizations
involved in this process.

These are highly-differentiated levels of analysis difficult to capture by a single
methodological technique or instrument. As we can observe in Table 2.1, the
methodological work consisted of empirically constructing the concepts of
mobility and residence that characterize the experience of settlement in the region,
combining the two theoretical perspectives of colonization and social integration
described before. Each of these approaches allows us to address different levels of
analysis. The colonization approach conceptualizes the phenomena of mobility
and residence at the region’s macro-historic level. At this level, demography’s
methodological arsenal appears to be the most appropriate, supported by the
region’s oral history, which can be contributed by cultural anthropology and
sociology through biographical or testimonial interviews with the pioneer
inhabitants.

The second level of analysis is meso and is composed of observation of the
same residential and mobility phenomena but in analytical units such as the family
and social organizations. The conceptual focus of social integration provides
explanatory tools for this level. Here, the methodological contribution from each
of the disciplines is complemented in both phenomena and in the analytical units,
with greater complementarity existing here than at the macro level.

In pragmatic terms, we decided to take advantage of the specialization of each
of the team members in certain research methods and techniques in order to delve
deeper into the demographic and social processes of residence and mobility. With
this approach, we aimed to complement, rather than integrate, the specific methods
employed from demography, anthropology, and sociology, and to develop a dia-
logue among these disciplines as the basis for analysis and interpretation of the
empirical results obtained through these methods. It is in this dialogue that we
locate both the potentialities and challenges of interdisciplinary work.
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Below we present the connection between the previously described conceptual
design and the methods and techniques employed in our study. In the presentation
of methods and techniques we advance some results that were fundamental in the
alignment of the method in the research process. In other words, the research
instruments were refined on the basis of some of the preliminary results.

2.3.2 Settlements as a Colonization Process: Macro Level

To analyze the San Quintin region at the macro level, we defined a demographic
methodological approach based on analysis of aggregated data from the different
population censuses. Because the San Quintin region does not correspond to a
single administrative entity, the greatest challenge in this documentary technique
consisted of making the INEGI data at the localities level coincide with the
regional unit of analysis defined by our project.9 This recompilation facilitated
reconstruction of the chronological history of the region’s population since 1960,
illustrating the exponential demographic growth that transformed an almost barren
region with a small number of pioneer outposts (with fewer than 4,000 inhabitants
in 1960) to a semi-rural area by the year 2010 with 92,177 inhabitants distributed
in numerous localities of varying sizes. The greater availability of census data
beginning in 1990 allowed us to study the transformation of the population’s
residential patterns, particularly between 1990 and 2000. Several indicators were
constructed in relation to the socio-demographic characteristics of the population
(sex, age, educational level, economically-active population, etc.) and of the
housing at the beginning and the end of the 1990s, a decade of profound trans-
formations in the region. The decline in the male-to-female index (from 105.4 to
102.5 %) and in the economic activity rate (from 55 to 49 %) speaks to the process
of family settlement during the 1990s. The residential transformation toward
greater access to services and better housing conditions is also documented. For
example, the percentage of housing with electricity increased from 63 to 83 %,
while that of homes with dirt floors decreased from 24 to 15 %.

In addition, some qualitative techniques such as collecting life histories of
pioneer settlers were implemented by the sociologist and the anthropologist with
the objective of documenting the region’s colonization process from an oral his-
tory perspective.

9 We define the region as composed of four delegations of the Ensenada municipality (Punta
Colonet, Camalú, Vicente Guerrero, and San Quintin).
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2.4 Settlement as a Social Integration Process: Family,
Community and Social Actors

2.4.1 Demography of Residence and Mobility

To obtain quantitative information on both the residence and mobility dimensions
at the meso level of the family, a specific survey was developed to compile
information at the individual and household levels. To document the change
process (from camps to colonias), this was a retrospective survey aimed at pro-
viding information on the trajectory of the individuals. Called the Biographical
Survey on Residential Mobility and Employment in San Quintin (Encuesta
Biográfica de Movilidad Residencial y de Empleo en San Quintín—EBIMRE), it
was applied between May and June 2005. The survey questionnaire consisted of
two parts: one section compiled information on all members of a household at the
time of the interview, and a second section recorded an individual biography with
information on the entire life of a member of the couple who heads the household
(head of household or spouse).

Given the scarcity of data on the San Quintin region, the decision was made to
develop the survey using probabilistic sampling, with the purpose of obtaining
results that could be generalized to the population as a whole. The sample design
for a region like San Quintin required various adjustments. Population distribution
within the region indicates a pattern of wide dispersion among differently sized
localities. For example, in 2000 43 % of the population lived in localities with
fewer than 2,500 inhabitants. To take into consideration this population dispersion,
it was important to include the highest number of population centers possible, but
this could only be achieved if a more reduced geographical area was considered.
Thus we limited the survey area to the two most highly populated administrative
delegations (75 % of the population is concentrated in this southern part of the
region, corresponding to the Vicente Guerrero and San Quintin delegations), and
we included all localities with more than 1,000 inhabitants in the sampling frame.
Among these localities, we distinguished between colonias and labor camps. In the
first, we constructed the sampling frame in both individual homes and collective
homes, or tenement rooms. Based on this frame, we selected the 900 homes in
which we would carry out the survey. In the camp localities, we used a specific
sampling process, taking into account that the sample selection could not be
random since we needed the owner’s authorization for access to these camps.
Within the authorized camps, a random selection was made of the 120 rooms/
housing units in which the interviews were carried out. The objective of this small
sample was to obtain information on family structures in this residential universe
that would allow comparisons to be made with those of the residents of colonias.10

10 The EBIMRE’s household section documents family organization, including household
tructure and domestic economy. In comparison with the camps, family organization in the
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The EBIMRE was applied by local interviewers contracted for the project, the
majority of whom were employees of the Programa Nacional con Jornaleros
Agrícolas (PRONJAG) under Mexico’s Secretaría de Desarrollo Social (SEDE-
SOL). Their strong familiarity with the various colonias in the region allowed us to
obtain a good response rate (the survey’s non-response rate was 9 % in colonias).
The survey was designed to document and analyze the settlement process of
agricultural workers in the area, based on the trajectories of mobility, residence,
employment, and family. The trajectories compile a large number of events from
the different dimensions of the life histories of heads of households or spouses.
This questionnaire design is based on international experience in the field of
biographical methods in demography, including some innovations for gathering
information on seasonal mobility (Coubès 2005).

Regarding mobility, the biographical survey describes the different migratory
movements of the head of household or spouse, according to two seasonal scales.
The first is the annual scale for primary migrations, while the second is a more
precise scale of the residential system organized in months, used for seasonal
movements. These two registries allow the construction of various indicators
around the seasonality, duration, and frequency of mobility as well as the origin
and destination of movements. In regards to the residence, the EBIMRE collects
information on the type of residence (camp, tenement room, colonia) of the head
of household/spouse since their arrival in San Quintin. This information allows the
reconstruction of the residential trajectory in San Quintin, and is analyzed with
classification methods based on duration and type of transition, including a direct
move from camp to colony, an intermediate phase of tenement housing, or other
variations. In addition, the survey facilitates observation of this residence trajec-
tory in relation to both the labor trajectory and family trajectory, serving to analyze
interactions between residential transition and labor and family changes. The
EBIMRE survey allows the generalization of its results based on a probabilistic
sampling characteristic of quantitative methods and, at the same time, a deeper
look at life trajectories based on the registry’s precision.

Although the methodological instrument used is particular to demography, the
questionnaire design benefited from interdisciplinary teamwork. Prior to con-
struction of the survey, both the team’s anthropologist and sociologist conducted
an inquiry with male and female inhabitants of different ages on the logics and
dynamics of mobility, through ethnography and in-depth interviews with a bio-
graphical perspective. Both methods provided us with first-hand information on
the logics of geographic mobility, which might be family or labor motivated and
characterized by different directions and diverse purposes. In addition, because the
EBIMRE was designed from the start with a multi-thematic vocation that would
reach across several of the aspects associated with residential settlement

(Footnote 10 continued)
colonias presents differences that we suggest are results of the settlement process, including the
reconstitution of the nuclear family and the diversification of labor opportunities among
household members.
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experience, it favored the participation of all team members contributing their
particular experiences from their own fields of knowledge and specialization. The
design and wording of the questions in the questionnaire reflected the field
research experience from the exploratory ethnographic and biographic interview.
Construction of the questions also benefited greatly from pilot fieldwork, as for
example adapting the wording of some of the questions to the folk expressions
used by the region’s inhabitants.

Once the design was concluded, the labor of testing the survey in the field also
benefited from teamwork. For example, while the team’s demographer conducted
the interview, the anthropologist or sociologist observed and took notes on what
happened in the interviewer-interviewee interaction, and the reactions and doubts
expressed by the latter. The objective was to use these observations to adjust the
type and order of the questions, as well as the way in which some of the questions
were stated. Because the survey is a rather widely-used instrument in the social
sciences, and there is generally a certain familiarity with this type of instrument in
many disciplines, interdisciplinary work using surveys seems to be rather
manageable. Despite this collaboration, given the technical complexity of the
biographic survey as a highly specialized instrument, the team’s demographer had
the final responsibility for its design in order to guarantee its rigor.

2.4.2 Ethnographic Approach

To document the residential and mobility aspects of the settlement process, the
anthropologist in the team carried out field work in several colonias in San Quintin
Valley. The design of the ethnographic work addressed two differentiated areas of
settlement. In the first, the domestic group was adopted as the unit of analysis with
the goal of understanding the economic and social strategies that allow the act of
settlement and the residential transition from camps to colonias. While the survey
reflects the structure and demographic composition of households, the ethno-
graphic work promoted observation of the dynamics within household groups that
facilitate settlement. The ethnographic study employed two primary techniques:
in-depth interviews, and participant observation. The in-depth interviews helped to
document the transition process from camps to colonias with a high degree of
detail, as well as the family strategies that make it possible for rural laborers to
obtain plots of land and build their own housing. In both the interviews and
participant observation, special emphasis was placed on understanding the impact
of residential settlement on the division of labor by gender and age within the
family, the way in which production and reproduction activities are reorganized as
consequences of this process, and how workers themselves evaluate the impact of
settlement on their lives.

34 M. L. Coubès et al.



In contrast to the survey, the household interviews were not based on random
sampling, but were chosen to illustrate the diversity of residential and mobility
patterns. The goal was to obtain a diachronic perspective and a wealth of detailed
information to complement and illustrate the results obtained by the EBIMRE.
Household interviews allowed the collection of precise data on family budget
including income and expenses, division of labor by gender and age, housing
investment strategies, education, and other spheres related to the residential set-
tlement experience. In addition, life histories of both men and women heads of
households allowed precise documentation of the trajectories through which they
settled in the region, their labor histories before and after settlement, and the
diverse ways by which they developed a sense of belonging in their new com-
munities. These interviews and life stories also gathered information about the
migration trajectories of household members prior to and after residential settle-
ment, including the motives that drove them to migrate to the United States after
settling down in San Quintín. In so doing, this information allowed us to analyze
the dynamic connections between settlement and geographical mobility mentioned
earlier in this chapter.

The second arena of ethnographic field research focused on the role performed
by both government agencies and private institutions at the local level to facilitate
and regulate the residential settlement of families in the colonias studied. In each
of the selected colonias, the anthropologist documented the state governmental
programs implemented to support this process, as well as the roles played by
churches, NGOs, and other institutions. The hypothesis that underlies this
approach is that settlement is a complex process that goes beyond settlers them-
selves, involving a variety of other actors and institutional resources that constitute
the social and political framework within which the settlement experience of
workers and families must be situated and analyzed.

Three San Quintin Valley colonias were chosen for the ethnographic work,
including one mostly inhabited by Triqui indigenous immigrants, one by Zapotecs,
and a third with a more ethnically heterogeneous population of mestizos and
indigenous people. With a population of just over 1,900 inhabitants, this last
colony includes not only rural laborers but also merchants, drivers, independent
contractors, among others, illustrating the occupational mobility processes and
socioeconomic differentiation that result from the settlement process. For its part,
the Triqui colony has a population of close to 1,200 and it is poorer in economic
terms and more homogenous in its ethnic profile. Nonetheless, its inhabitants have
developed some of the most effective organizations to negotiate with the state
government for access to basic resources, making it possible to study the way in
which ethnic identity is mobilized as a political resource to strengthen settlement
and establish roots in the region.
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2.4.3 Sociological Intervention and Biographical Interviews

As mentioned above, an important dimension of the concept of settlement as social
and political process refers to the collective actors that participate in this process.11

The focus on these associative forms enriched the hypothesis on residential set-
tlement as a complex phenomenon that involves a variety of social actors and
collective resources that are mobilized beyond the domestic group. It also allowed
for the documentation of the obstacles these groups and organizations encounter
and the strategies they deploy to face these challenges.

This hypothesis on the role of collective action to advance settlement was tested
from the sociological standpoint through the sociological intervention method
(Touraine 1981), a method predicated on the recognition of the capacity of social
actors to reflect upon themselves and their collective actions. One of the method’s
initial tasks is to define the social movement that is the object of study. This
research defined social movement as the set of grassroots and political organiza-
tions active in the region. The method involves three phases. In the first, members
of the social movement under study debate among themselves to define the unity
of the movement. In the second, this group meets with allies and adversaries to
discuss the movement’s agenda. And in the third, the researcher presents the
systematization of findings from the first two phases for discussion within the
original group-members of the movement.

For this project, a methodological adjustment was made by introducing a
preliminary phase for defining the subject of the movement and reconstructing the
context of the social actors to delimit the collective field of action. In the end, four
phases were implemented, taking place between 2004 and 2005. In each of the
research phases, the residential settlement process emerged as a central theme. In
the first phase, encompassing the arduous work of biographical interviews with the
leaders and activists of organizations, the objective was to construct the universe
of organizations and the agenda for discussion in workshops. As this universe was
slowly constructed, it progressively broke away from our initial assumptions
regarding the leadership role of the traditional labor-oriented organizations with
high visibility in the movements in the region during the 1980s. This research
phase was also characterized by the ethnographic findings of the team’s anthro-
pologist, who revealed the importance of small colony committees or settler
groups as relevant actors in residential settlement formed on the basis of relations
among those originating from the same region. Finally, the universe was defini-
tively constituted by leaders and activists from fourteen organizations that each
defended its declared interests, such as labor, ethnic-political, and residential
interests. The biographical interviews made it possible to reconstruct a chronology
of mobilizations in relation to lands, assistance for housing construction, and
installation of public services.

11 A detailed description can be found in Velasco (2011).
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In-depth interviews with different inhabitants of the region had already brought
to light the role played by collective action in the process of leaving the camps and
becoming established in colonias. Later in the interviews with leaders and activists
conducted during the course of fieldwork, we began to delineate the various
possible collective strategies for achieving such residential change. As a result of
these interviews, we found varying types of residential settlement agents, whose
profiles were considered for the construction of the sample of activists invited to
the sociological intervention workshops.

This phase was fundamental not only because it allowed us to identify a certain
social unity in terms of class and ethnicity of organizations, but also because it
allowed us to define the social actors with whom these organizations were con-
tending, either in alliances or in disputes. Those other actors were part of the
context for the collective action of these organizations, and for this reason in-depth
interviews were also carried out with journalists, governmental functionaries,
church members, and agricultural and service-sector business people.

The following phases of the method’s application were carried out through
three workshop sessions, which as a whole sought to reveal the unity, conflict, and
identity of the movement. The struggle for residence surfaced as a central theme.
For example, in the first workshop session, similar experiences in mobilizing for
lands and services emerged as a line of collective identity among participating
activists and leaders.

The reconstruction of mobilizations identified a turning point between the labor
mobilizations of the 1980s and the residential movements that began in the late
1980s and gained full force in the 1990s. When land was seized, broad-based
mobilizations appeared with different strategies and residential agents. When
housing was built and installations were completed, collective action fragmented
further, depending more on small committees that were formed in the new resi-
dential nuclei. The committees immediately acquired status in the administrative
structure of the territorial organization in the nascent region, specifically the
colonias and delegations. This was how the colony committees emerged, and their
mission was to act as intermediaries for the new settlers in their demands for the
legalization of plots and provision of services. The importance of residence in
the definition of the social movement’s unity around the residents’ identity guided
the decision to incorporate the residential allies and adversaries in the following
workshop session.

In the workshop’s second session, when the study group compared its view-
points with those of allies and adversaries, the issues of land legalization and
services emerged once again. In this area of dispute, governmental functionaries
had displaced the businesspeople and yellow unions who were the antagonists in
the mobilizations during the 1980s. In the final workshop session, the initial group
had grown, and some allies—such as leaders of transportation associations—had
come to form part of the nucleus group. In this session, the researcher presented a
systematization of the discussions into a few hypotheses on the central issues of
unity, conflict, and the field of relations in regional and global contexts. Partici-
pants in this phase were the members of the first workshop who made up the target
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group, evaluating and critiquing the systematization and hypotheses presented by
the researcher.

The units of analysis in this last methodological approach were the social orga-
nizations, including those based on ethnicity, class, or residential factors. The
sociological intervention method demands not only solid knowledge of the theory
that underlies this focus but also its rigorous application according to its particular
guidelines. For this reason, the workshops were conducted under the strict super-
vision of the project’s sociologist, although she benefited from the work as a team
during the discussion around both the planning and logistics of the instrument’s
application. As mentioned above, the results obtained through this method were
complemented by ethnographic work carried out in the colonias which served to
document the manner in which collective action operates at the local level in the
political dispute for access to resources in the colonias, and through which new
settlers seek to consolidate and legitimize their establishment in the region.

2.5 Conclusion

Interdisciplinary work poses important theoretical and methodological challenges
that require strategic decisions on how to build conceptual bridges to respond to
them. This problem is further complicated when trying to study topics that have
traditionally been located in a particular academic discipline with limited dialogue
with others. In such cases, multidisciplinary research is different than work in areas
such as migration studies and ethnic studies, which by nature are interdisciplinary
and have a long history of collaboration among disciplines. In this chapter, we
have described the experience of the study of the settlement process in the San
Quintin Valley—in its double aspects of colonization and social integration—that
confronted the challenge of a sparse tradition of interdisciplinary dialogue centered
on the notion of settlement. In this context, our challenge has consisted, to a large
degree, in building conceptual bridges, developing a theoretical focus, and
designing methodological approaches that, in the analysis of the results obtained,
will allow us to establish a fluid interdisciplinary dialogue.

In this chapter we have aimed at opening up the ‘black box’ of interdisciplinary
collaboration as research praxis. From this perspective we propose that the praxis
of interdisciplinary research can be seen as a process that consists of different
stages. Each stage poses a distinct set of challenges but also presents opportunities
to enhance dialogue across disciplines, requiring different approaches and research
strategies. As we have explained, rather than a unique integrated interdisciplinary
approach, our study has used diverse degrees and forms of collaboration among the
participant disciplines of anthropology, demography, and sociology, depending on
the particular phase of the project. The project’s conceptual design was charac-
terized by a high degree of synergy in teamwork, particularly when integrating the
perspectives of colonization and social integration in order to study the settlement
of thousands of indigenous and non-indigenous laborers and their families over the
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past decades in this arid region of Baja California. This approach was based on the
notion that an interdisciplinary project has to combine and integrate conceptual
tools from various disciplines from the onset in its theoretical design to ensure that
the later phases of analysis and write up can capitalize on the heuristic potential
offered by cross-disciplinary research. This interdisciplinary dialogue was essen-
tial when defining the project’s macro and meso units of analysis along with the
models of residence and mobility, which are the nucleus of our study.

A different approach was taken on the next phase of methodological design during
which, as explained above, there were different degrees of interdisciplinary collab-
oration. The biographical survey was designed and implemented following the canon
of this demographic research tool to ensure its rigor, although interdisciplinary
synergy of the project’s participants facilitated a certain amount of border-crossing
among disciplines. Likewise, the ethnographic field research and the sociological
intervention workshops were each developed individually by the anthropologist and
sociologist in the team respectively, and even though some degree of teamwork was
involved, interdisciplinary dialogue was scarce. This limitation can be explained by
both the desire to preserve the rigor of these methods as well as our own disciplinary
identities, which at times complicates the interdisciplinary endeavor. Nonetheless,
our collective work and interdisciplinary perspective functioned as self-critiquing
mechanisms and often served to question the methodological and practical
assumptions of our respective disciplinary specializations.

Although our study integrates quantitative and qualitative methods, our method-
ological strategy differs then from the strategy of other interdisciplinary projects that
seek disciplinary integration in the design and implementation of methods. In our
case, we opted for a different epistemological strategy that seeks to maintain the
distinction and rigor of each of our own disciplinary methods. Neither of these two
interdisciplinary research strategies is superior apriori.Rather, the criteria that should
serve as guides when determining the most adequate methodological approach are the
nature of the topic to be studied and the specific objectives pursued by each project.

Our experience in this project shows that the challenge of interdisciplinary
research consists of resolving the tension between, on the one hand, specialization—
which guarantees rigor in methods and techniques—and on the other, defocalization
and the crossing of disciplinary borders. The objective is not to constantly work
to resolve this tension. Instead, according to the different phases of research,
disciplinary specialization and defocalization from individual disciplines can
alternately come into play. It is in this back-and-forth between poles that teamwork
experience and interdisciplinary work are constructed. We believe the heuristic
value of interdisciplinary work depends in large part on maintaining the rigor of the
research techniques employed. From this perspective, the division of labor among
the different disciplines should not be seen as an obstacle but rather as a necessary
phase from which one transits to interdisciplinary dialogue.

The challenges presented by interdisciplinary research do not end in the phase
of methodological design and implementation. Rather, these challenges persist and
pose new dilemmas in the next stages of analysis and writing up the results. How
should results obtained through methodologies anchored in different disciplines be
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presented and integrated? How should the tensions and contrasts between quan-
titative and qualitative data and information be resolved? And, what is the best
way to modulate the different disciplinary voices when writing up the results of the
study? In our case, at the present time, we are confronting and learning to address
the dilemmas involved in these two last phases of our interdisciplinary project.
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Public demonstrations for better labor conditions in domestic service in Hempstead, Long Island,
New York, 2007. Source The photograph was taken by Marina Ariza who granted permission to
reproduce it
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Chapter 3
A Comparative Approach to Global
Domestic Service in Two Cities:
Methodological Notes

Marina Ariza

Abstract From a pedagogical approach, this chapter has two objectives: (1) to
highlight the usefulness of comparative analysis as a tool for social research in the
study of migration; (2) to describe the way this methodological strategy is to be
applied in a concrete field of enquiry (global domestic service) as specified in a
research project by the author. Comparative analysis has been the preferred
methodological option when a small number of cases are being observed. It is
based on a series of assumptions and procedures to assure the validity of any
inferences made. In the case of migration studies, it offers the advantage of
minimizing methodological nationalism. A comparative approach to the study of
international domestic service in two countries helps to capture the global nature
of this burgeoning female labor market and to identify the institutional and labor
regime particularities of each context of reception.

Keywords Comparison � Methodological � Global domestic service � Female
migration

3.1 Introduction

In the increasingly abundant field of international migration studies, researchers
have frequently pointed to the need to conduct comparative studies (Castles 2001;
Schuerkens 2005). Many of the numerous studies carried out in recent years have
been focused on very specific analysis of case studies in a particular country or for
a particular ethnic group. This analysis is generally rich in details and local
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aspects, but has little heuristic potential for an understanding of similar processes
beyond particular national or ethnic borders. Comparative studies are posed as one
of the ways to avoid ‘methodological nationalism, and as an alternative for
understanding some of the profound repercussions—social transformations—
which the new era of migration has brought (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2003;
Vertovec 2004).1

Both within the sociological tradition and in the more restricted sphere of
migration studies, comparative analyses are part of an old academic tradition.
What is methodologically challenging is to engage in this type of analysis in the
current conditions created by economic globalization and the emergence of
transnationality. From its modest analytical perspective, the research project on
which this chapter is based is one of the comparative efforts attempting to increase
our knowledge of the relation between international female migration and labor
insertion in the context of the social transformations associated with globalization.
This research project studies two migration flows of women from two different
countries (the Dominican Republic and Mexico) to two urban destinations that
attract a significant Latin American population (Madrid, Spain and New York
City, U.S.A.), and analyzes the labor insertion of a group of these female migrants
engaged in paid domestic work as a feminized labor market. The chapter contains
three sections: In the first I will describe the main methodological strategy of the
project: the comparative perspective, underscoring its centrality in sociological
analysis in general. In the second section I will discuss the pertinence of this
approach in the analysis of the relation between female migration and labor
markets in the context of globalization. In the third and last section I will specify
the theoretical and methodological assumptions that guided this inquiry process,
indicating their advantages and limitations.2

3.2 The Comparative Perspective as an Analytical Strategy

With the aim of providing an adequate context of reference, I will now present
some of the central assumptions of comparison as an analytical strategy and as a
methodological resource.

1 Representing an intermediate position between the hyperglobalizers and skeptics, between
those who subscribe to the idea that globalization constitutes a new era in the history of humanity
and those who emphasize its continuity with prior stages, the transformationalists maintain that
the series of inter-related changes provoked by globalization (technological, cultural, migration,
etc.) has reached unprecedented levels, affecting practically all societies in one way or another
(Castles 2001).
2 The project on which this chapter is based, ‘‘Migration and female labor markets in the context
of globalization: a comparative perspective (Migración y mercados de trabajo femeninos en el
contexto de la globalización. Una perspectiva comparativa)’’ was supported by Mexico’s
National Autonomous University (Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México), through the
PAPIIT (IN 300006) program.
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3.2.1 Definitions and Assumptions

Comparison, in its most straightforward sense, is a cognitive resource that is
inherent to all processes of understanding. As pointed out by Smelser (2003), even
the simple effort of describing any observed event involves an exercise of drawing
comparisons: a given object has a certain characteristic precisely because it does
not have another. We establish the identity of an event—a sunny day, for example,
in relation to its opposite, a rainy day, on the basis of a comparison of the features
that make it similar or different from one or the other. This use of comparison is
different from what predominates in social sciences, in which comparison is used
as a tool to assist in producing scientific knowledge, in a way that is more or less
explicit or implicit, systematic or lax (Bechhofer and Paterson 2000). On the basis
of comparison, it is possible to systematize the distinctive features of phenomena
observed, with the aim of establishing regularities, whether or not the latter are
characterized by a causal determination. In the strictest sense, comparison is one of
the three methods used in social sciences, together with the statistical or experi-
mental method and case studies (Colino 2007). When a research study does not use
comparison in a systematic, explicit manner, it cannot claim to be based on the
comparative method, as such, but instead on an implicit, lax use of comparison as a
cognitive resource in and of itself.

In order to offer an idea of the contemporary and central nature of comparative
analysis in sociology, it is necessary only to remember the decisive role it played at
the time the field was established. It is now common to paraphrase the statement
made by Durkheim (1981, p. 137), that ‘‘the comparative method is the only one in
sociology’’. Meanwhile, according to Weber (1973, p. 118), ‘‘comparison…
intervenes as a means of imputation… as one of the most important means, which is
not even remotely used sufficiently’’. The ideal type, the most notable meth-
odological tool from Weberian sociology, lies precisely in systematic comparison
as a means of causal imputation. In the interest of simplification, one might say that
from these two classical social scientists emanate two of the most important tra-
ditions in comparative analysis: that which visualizes it as an imperfect equivalent
to the experimental method, and that which conceives it as a genuine means, an
heuristic resource per se. What Durkheim said in this regard is totally eloquent:

we have only one way to demonstrate that a given phenomenon is the cause of another
[and it is] to compare the cases in which they are simultaneously present or absent, to see
if the variations they present in these different combinations of circumstances indicate that
one depends on the other. When it is possible to produce them artificially at the will of the
observer, the method is experimentation, clearly stated…when the production of facts is
not possible… the method used is one of ‘indirect experimentation, or the comparative
method’ (Durkheim 1981, p. 137).

From Weber’s perspective, in contrast, comparison is not an alternative or
lower-ranking analytical strategy in response to the impossibility of manipulating
social facts, but rather, it is the method of analysis that best coincides with the
historic, contingent nature of social processes. It is important to clarify that while
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both authors turn to comparison as a means for causal imputation, they do so on
the basis of diametrically opposed notions of causality. While Durkheim sub-
scribes to the idea of causality based on the logic of determination, Weber does so
from the logic of possibility (Ariza 1994).3 In the latter case we can acknowledge a
number of likely courses for a single event, although only from a logical point of
view. The initial association between causal imputation and comparative analysis
will constitute a long-lasting legacy for sociological classics—and it has only been
challenged in recent years by the more interpretative approaches to social
processes.

Having acquired legitimacy since the very beginnings of sociology, the com-
parative method has conserved a preeminent place in the discipline’s scientific
practice. In the second half of the twentieth century, there were at least two
moments when it received special attention: between the late 1960s and the early
1970s, due to the work of Lijphart (1971; Collier 1993); and from the mid-1980s to
the present time, with the comprehensive reformulation proposed by Ragin (1987,
2006, 2008).

In the most frequent meaning given to the comparative method, it is defined as
the description and explanation of similar and different (primarily the latter)
conditions and results between large social units, usually regions, nations, societies
and cultures (Smelser 2003, p. 645), or as the systematic observations of data
extracted from two or more macro-social entities, or at various moments in the
history of a society, in order to analyze their similarities and differences and
inquire into the causes (Colino 2007, p. 1). It is worth taking a moment to examine
the underlying assumptions of this definition. The first refers to the inclusion of
only a few cases, with at least two being necessary. Traditionally, the comparative
method was proposed as the option of preference in situations in which the
researcher came up against a small N (Lijphart 1971; Collier 1993). Confronting
the impossibility of using conventional statistical methods for evaluating the
correlations between processes, rigorous comparison was proposed as an alter-
native means of control, similar to the experimental method (see Durkheim supra),
to arrive at valid inferences in the research process.4 However, this initial position
has been gradually changing.

3 From the logic of determination, constructed on the basis of a mechanicistic model of social
processes along the lines of Newtonian physics, it is impossible to acknowledge the plurality of
causes, since among other things, the following must be considered: (a) all social processes are
necessarily determined; (b) all determinations are necessarily causal; (c) when there is a cause,
there is an effect; (d) the effect can only assume the shape and intensity imprinted by the cause,
etc… (Ariza 1994). In a passage frequently cited, Durkheim vehemently opposes the idea of the
plurality of causes as sustained by J.S. Mill, stating the following: ‘‘This supposed axiom of the
plurality of causes is, in fact, a negation of the principle of causality… an effect can maintain this
relation only with a single cause, since it can only express a single nature’’ (1981, p. 139).
4 This is a conception shared by Przeworski and Teune (1970), when they define it as an
approach in which a form of control is exercised, similar to that used in experimentation, and as a
form of inquiry in which more than one level of analysis is possible.
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A second assumption is the controlled, careful nature of comparison, which is
fundamentally important. Determining the mode capable of achieving it has been
controversial. The most emphatically suggested precept is to assure the compara-
bility of cases under comparison, guaranteeing a significant degree of similarity
among them, a prescription that has also, nonetheless, been the object of discussion.
One of the most well-known proposals was made by Przeworski and Teune (1970),
who focused their attention on the most appropriate type of research design for
resolving the problems of bias and inference inherent in the selection of a small
number of cases. These authors distinguish between two types of designs,
depending on the degree of similarity among the variables thought to have causal
force: the most similar systems and most different systems, based, in turn, on two of
the logical methods proposed by J. S. Mill (1974, cited by Collier 1993, p. 111):
agreement and disagreement, or concordance and difference. The most similar
systems, also referred to as concomitant variation, contemplate a series of shared
inter-systemic factors that serve as elements of control, and a reduced set of dis-
similar or unknown variables that will constitute the inter-systemic differences.
With a reduced number of dissimilar independent variables, it would in principle be
possible to better isolate the role played by each one of them, although this would
not resolve the problem of over-determination, one of the most serious limitations
of studies focused on a small number of cases which I will briefly discuss in the next
section. The most different systems, in contrast, are based on the selection of a small
number of very different cases (in relation to the dependent variable) on the basis of
which an analyst describes similar processes of change. This latter option was
considered the most ideal by Przeworski and Teune (1970), contrasting with the
habitual norm in comparative method practice, most frequently focused on assuring
a significant degree of similarity among independent variables, with the aim of
controlling the causal effect of the few variables that differ from each other.

Given that the validity of scientific inference depends on the careful exercise of
comparison, it is vitally important to achieve an adequate comparison of the
similarities and differences among the cases under study. This is why Smelser
(2003) assigns a decisive role to the systematization of the context of comparison.
From his perspective, systematization refers both to the selection of comparable
indicators and to the level of explanations formulated in order to account for the
similarities and divergences. In both cases the equivalence in the independent
variables thought to have causal force is necessary, as well as in the indexes used
and the explanations proposed. The selection of two analogous contexts of
reception as a central element of the methodological design in which this study is
based (two cities in two developed countries, with a significant amount of Latin
American immigration, aged demographic structures, tertiarized economies and a
significant demand for female labor force in low-level service sectors), aims at
fulfilling the function of equivalence to which Smelser refers.

According to Przeworski and Teune, comparability depends on the level of
generality of the language used to express observations. Comparative research
refers to situations in which inquiry is conducted from different levels (of obser-
vation and/or analysis): it may examine patterns of relation within systems (at the
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intra-systemic level); the systems themselves (systemic level), or both, according
to the research design (1970, p. 10, 50).5

The last of the basic assumptions underlying the comparative method is that its
application makes it possible to arrive at causal explanations of the processes
under study. While it is true that the aim of providing causal explanations is at the
very core of the comparative method, as conceived by Durkheim and Weber, there
is discussion around the type of causality and its scope.6 Positions fluctuate
between those who point out that it is possible to establish causal regularities that
are general but different, depending on the level of analysis (macro, meso or
micro) (Goldthorpe 2000, cited by Mills et al. 2006, p. 624); those who speak of
‘causal mechanism or a ‘causal effect in reference to non-legal forms of regularity
(that do not follow laws), with varying levels of determination (Alexander and
Bennett 2004); and those who appeal to contextually conditioned causalities, in
contrast to the additive model of linear causality underlying most variable oriented
analysis (Ragin 1987, 2006).7

In summary, the explicit use of comparison as a method of analysis and causal
inference has constituted part of the repertoire of social sciences since their
beginnings. It has been the preferred methodological option when only a small
number of cases are being observed, and it is based on a series of assumptions and
procedures aimed at assuring the validity of the inferences, which include the
systematization of the context of comparison and the careful, controlled nature of
comparison. Although one line of thought originating from Durkheim and the
positivist derivation of sociology considers it to be a residual, alternative method
that, in a way, ranks below the experimental method, there is another line of thought
emerging from Weberian sociology that proposes it as the methodological resource
par excellence in social sciences, with inherent validity and heuristic potential.

3.2.2 Limitations and Advantages

Among the limitations of comparative analysis more frequently addressed are
worth mentioning the small number of cases, the selection of those to be com-
pared, and the equivalence of indicators.8

5 According to Przeworski and Teune, a research study in which there are multiple levels of
observation, but reflections are limited to a single level, does not constitute a comparative
analysis,.
6 More relativist positions within the social sciences challenge the assumption asserting that the
object of comparison is not to achieve causal explanations but only to interpret the differences
encountered.
7 For a detailed discussion of these aspects, see Ragin (1987, 2006, 2008).
8 Others refer to the levels of analysis, the problem of causality, and the decision of whether to
orient research toward cases or variables. Entering into these aspects would exceed the purpose of
this paper (see Collier 1993; Mills et al. 2006).
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The most significant problem associated with the restricted number of cases is
the risk of over-determination.9 In this circumstance, the selection of empirical
situations may be predetermined by the theoretical interests of the researcher,
disproportionately favoring a situation in which the findings tend toward the
direction anticipated by theory. This is perhaps the most serious objection raised
against the use of the comparative method, and even authors as important as
Weber are not exempt. In this regard, Alexander (1990, p. 39) suggests that since
there were other social contexts, such as the modern Italian primitive city-states, in
which capitalists manifested a strong entrepreneurial impetus, the renowned
association proposed by Weber between the spirit of capitalism and British
entrepreneurs from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—based on a limited
number of cases—could have been over-determined by its theoretical reference to
the Protestant ethic. As underscored by the same author, the decision of which
empirical events to select in relation to the problem of theoretical interest is an
aspect subject to discussion in practically all research efforts.

A limited number of cases makes it difficult to eliminate rival explanatory
hypotheses, since there is an excessive number of independent variables that
converge and compete with each other in the explanation of the process under
study. Usually the theoretical determination of the selection of cases tends to give
preference to entities most emblematic of the phenomenon, those most clearly
expressing their singularity, although not the most frequent or representative from
a statistical viewpoint. No matter how this is framed, the consideration of which
cases to select for comparison does not tend to be self evident, unless the com-
parison is limited to differences between countries. Phrasing again Przeworski and
Teune (1970, supra), what are the criteria that should guide case selection in a
comparative approach: major similarities or major differences? Neither method-
ological design is exempt from problems.

There have been various responses to the limitations that arise from a limited
number of cases. Presenting them here would extend beyond this chapter’s
objectives. It is worth stating, however, that some researchers have attempted to
increase the number of cases as a means of reducing the explanatory variables
considered; while others, on the contrary, insist in the relevance of studying a
small numbers of cases. In one of the most vigorous defenses of small-N studies,
Ragin (1987, p. 51, 2006) refutes Smelser by stating that the very nature of the
comparative method makes a limited number of cases a necessity with enormous

9 Due to the type of methodological design chosen for this study, we will focus on qualitative
analysis, necessarily restricted to a small number of cases. There are, however, countless numbers
of research studies in which comparisons are made on the basis of sample populations, involving
considerable numbers of cases. In these situations comparative analysis may involve at least two
problems: (1) superficiality, due to the restricted number of explanatory variables in relation to
the number of cases included in the comparison; and (2) the existence of many irrelevant cases
that, exhibiting values close to zero in dependent and independent variables, will lead to a
spurious confirmation of the anticipated relation. In other words, an elevated number of cases
carries the risk of some of them being irrelevant from a theoretical point of view, and allowing an
artificial rejection of the null hypothesis (see Mills et al. 2006; Ragin 2006).
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heuristic advantages. Only in this way, the author states, is it possible to achieve
theoretically significant comparisons of empirical situations understood as totali-
ties, comparisons in which all the logical possibilities of combinations are
exhaustively examined.10

Another problem inherent in comparative analysis refers to the difficulties in
achieving equivalence between indicators, also a very important issue. There is no
doubt that this limitation has had a long-lasting effect on the range of possibilities
for comparisons since contexts that are very dissimilar in many regards (cultural,
levels of development, etc.) bring up serious questioning as to the construction of
standard, interchangeable indicators. One might think, for example, of synthetic
measures of well-being that include—in the same indicator—rates of maternal
mortality or rates of literacy in countries as dissimilar as Tanzania and Sweden.
Ideally, the process should be preceded by a theoretical discussion on the meaning
of what is to be measured and compared, and by the application of ad hoc ques-
tionnaires that include complex measures of the dimensions to be evaluated. As
already underscored here, in accordance with Smelser (2003), equivalence should
involve not only the construction of empirical indicators in relation to the
dependent variable, but also those postulated as causal or independent variables.11

In other words, when different contexts are compared, the variables selected as
explanatory variables should have similar meanings. Given these difficulties, one
of the proposals by Smelser is to multiply the number of indicators oriented toward
measuring the same phenomenon.

In contrast to these difficulties, among the various virtues of the comparative
method, one can mention, in line with Ragin (1987), the combinatorial and con-
textual (non-linear, non-probabilistic) nature of causality. Since social processes
are examined as significant totalities and not broken up into a set of variables with a
measurement of the isolated effect of each variable on the dependent one—outside
the context—the comparative analysis of a small number of cases makes it possible
to outline an all-encompassing (although necessarily contingent and provisional)
description of the situations under study. Far from approaching a causal connection
through the examination of the concomitant variation between empirical indicators
(correlation between variables), a rather static search for symmetry (Ragin 1987),
the comparative analysis within qualitative methodologies is aimed at searching for
the set of particular conditions that must be combined in order to produce the effect
in question, such conditions are combined in a variable manner and are always
contingent. Although not all qualitative comparative effort has to follow the par-
ticular methodology developed by Ragin and colleagues (QCA), their systematic
reflection of the potentiality of comparative analysis in small-N studies—in gen-
eral—is very illuminating (Ariza and Gandini 2012).

10 Other advantages mentioned are that the reduced number of cases allows for making ‘dense’
descriptions (Geertz 1973), and avoids the theoretical emptying of concepts (Sartori 1970, cited
by Collier 1993).
11 Perhaps it is worth pointing out that in research studies based on most similar designs the
equivalence function is fulfilled by the contexts of reference.
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Lastly, the preference for extreme cases of observed processes, frequently
classified as irregular or deviations from the average whenever the statistical
recurrence is prioritized, can be identified as another virtue of the comparative
method based on a small number of cases. The orientation toward extreme or
emblematic situations makes it possible to prevent singularity or exceptions from
being overshadowed by statistical frequency. From an analytical viewpoint,
extreme cases represent a theoretical limit that allows to maximize the differences
between possible and real situations, facilitating causal imputation. An analogous
exercise in the logical realm takes place when, for example, ideal types in the
Weberian sense are constructed. In these cases, typological construction (thus, the
connotation of ideal) models the means-ends relation under analysis (for example,
charismatic domination), the analytical limit for conducting comparisons with
empirical cases as de facto realities.

3.2.3 Comparative Analysis and Migration

There are at least three advantages offered by a comparative analysis of migration
process: (1) minimizing the risk of tautological statements; (2) reducing the ten-
sion between the micro and macro levels of analysis; (3) combating methodo-
logical nationalism by contributing to a transnational understanding of the current
migration process and of the social transformation associated with it (Green 1994,
2002; Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2003; Popkin 2005; Ghorra-Gobin 1998). I will
briefly focus on each one of them.

As emphasized by Green (1994, p. 11), echoing the self-critical reflection
offered by Brettell (1981), analysis that is focused on the observation of a single
community of migrants frequently falls into the making of tautological statements.
This happens, for example, when findings tend to be interpreted as part of the
uniqueness of the group under study, with the resulting risk of leading to culturalist
explanations.12 Introducing a second or third group in the analysis, or examining
the same collective in another context, allows for the relativization of statements,
and at the same time, the distinguishing of the specific from the general, effectively
responding to individual factors in relation to the characteristics of the group or the
socioeconomic structure of the receiving country. Thus, the comparative method
opens up the possibility of moving away from culturalist explanations, although it
does not, of course, guarantee they will be avoided.13 It is likely that the basis for
this tautological reasoning lies in the presumption of equivalence between ethnic

12 As pointed out by Brettell (1981, p. 46, cited by Green 1994, p. 11), ‘‘One chooses a
community to find or prove’community.’ The assumptions become the conclusion.’’
13 The same thing can happen when comparison is used in a certain way at the level of nation-
states, particularly when, in an analogous reflection, all the differences found are immediately
attributed to the contrasting profiles of the two nations, and consequently analysis ends up
confirming the initial assumptions (Green 1994, p. 5).
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community, identity and culture, inherent in the predominant paradigm in ethnicity
studies within the field of migration studies, as mentioned by Wimmer. According
to this author, what has predominated in migration and ethnicity studies is an
analytical paradigm based on Herderian proto-nationalist modes of classification,14

which assume a principle of equivalence between culture, community and ethnic
group, and tend to conceive of ethnicity as a cultural expression that is objectively
defined, instead of subjectively constructed. This equivalence, Wimmer empha-
sizes, constitutes an alleged tactic of the assimilationist paradigm, an analytical
framework par excellence in migration studies in the United States. What Wimmer
proposes instead is the formation of ethnic groups, also referred to as the formation
of boundaries (Wimmer 2007, p. 13).15

In addition to minimizing the risk of tautological imputation, comparative
analysis of migration induces a more general level of reflection that makes it
possible to integrate the cases observed into a shared concept, in an analytical
category with a higher degree of abstraction, encompassing the different groups
included in the comparison. In other words, this allows for a principle of classi-
fication of what is observed at a ‘supra-monographic level of reflection’ (Green
2002, cited by Odgers 2002). This is similar to, for example, the conceptual
exercise that allows for integrating shrimp and lobster in the more general category
of crustaceans. In epistemological terms, comparison leads to a process of clas-
sification that discriminates between similar and different, with distribution into
more general categories, on the basis of which constant (or invariant) aspects of
the phenomenon in question can be derived (Ghorra-Gobin 1998). Even when all
classification schemes are arbitrary, in some way, categorization fulfills a central
role in the knowledge process, to the extent that it occurs logically prior to
specifying: in order to specify a list, it is necessary to know beforehand the order,
species or type to which that which will be listed belongs (Velasco 2008).

Located at an intermediate level of reflection that is at least supra-individual, the
comparative method helps to reduce tension between the micro and macro levels in
migration analysis: the broader the scope of the first, the greater the specificity of the
second (Green 2002, cited by Odgers 2002). Thus, for example, a carefully con-
textualized examination such as that carried out by Bloemraad (2005) of the

14 Johann Gottfried Herder, a philosopher from the eighteenth century, maintained a perspective
of the social world as constituted by a multitude of nations and ethnic groups in which each
nation represented a particular manifestation of human capacity to be cultivated, analogous to the
capacities of species in the natural world. In this tradition of thought, ethnic groups and nations
constitute total social phenomena, made up of three isomorphic aspects: (1) a community that
maintains its unity on the basis of the strong links among its members; (2) an identity built around
a feeling of a common destiny and historic continuity; and (3) a unique vision of the world
established through the (Wimmer 2007, p. 3).
15 The author draws attention to the need to ‘de-ethnicize’ designs for migration research, to be
able to report both the emergence of ethnic groups and their absence. From the perspective of the
formation of ethnic groups as she proposes, the selection of non-ethnic units of observation is
important, to facilitate evaluating whether group boundaries are actually formed and where they
are formed, before assuming that they exist (see Wimmer 2007).
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differences in the number of Portuguese naturalized in Canada and in the United
States, with a gradual expansion to include more observation groups, made it
possible to precisely clarify both the weight of micro factors (refuting the affir-
mation that differences in the number of Portuguese naturalized responded to the
particularities distinguishing the different groups of immigrants), with respect to
macro structural factors (emphasizing the role of government support, in this case
from the Canadian government, in promoting political participation by immigrants),
and to introduce new explanatory factors of the differences initially observed in the
number of persons naturalized.16 For Bloemraad (2005), creative comparisons in
migration studies can reinforce the information available, by favoring an exhaustive
assessment of the logical implications contained in a hypothetical proposal.

Finally, as already pointed out, the comparative method has been proposed
during recent years as one of the ways to confront what is referred to as methodo-
logical nationalism in the field of migration studies. According to Wimmer and
Glick Schiller (2003) and Popkin (2005), this has been the dominant epistemic
structure in social sciences during the past twentieth century, at least since the post-
war period. As such, it constitutes the naturalization of the nation-state as the
unquestioned reference point for social processes, overshadowing society with state,
and overshadowing national interest with state interest.17 For the authors cited
above, the most eloquent manifestation of methodological nationalism in theoretical
studies has been the non-perception of the bias that the nationalist focus induces in
the reflection process; and in the case of empirical studies, the particular preference
for the nation-state as the unit of analysis (Wimmer 2007; Glick Schiller 2003).

If the point of departure of a research is the idea that social events taking place
within national borders are essentially different than those taking place outside
those borders, the limits of the nation-state define the scope of the units of analysis
and obstruct an understanding of the transnational nature of social processes
(Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2003; Ariza and Portes 2010). If such processes,
including migration, refer increasingly to a multiplicity of spatial loci (from the
local to the transnational), comparative studies may constitute one of the ways
for overcoming methodological nationalism, as long as the analytical exercise
transcends the nation-state as the main point of reference for the processes
examined, although it will continue to be included.18

16 In the authors’ words: ‘‘By tracing immigrants’ stories of their political incorporation upward,
to the assistance provided by community organizations, I could link micro-level dynamics with
the larger structural argument about institutional differences’’ (Bloemraad 2005, p. 17).
17 It appears, as mentioned by Green (1994, p. 3) in the article quoted several times here, that
there were voices that warned of the dangers of nationalist tendencies in social sciences early on.
Thus, already in the early twentieth century, Henri Pirenne made a fervent call in favor of the
comparative method as a means to liberate social sciences from nationalist prejudices—which he
thought had been inherited from nineteenth century romanticism.
18 As pointed out by Green (1994, p. 3): ‘‘Through a comparative method…we can explore the
universalism inherent in certain processes while understanding the diversity of both their
representations and realities’’.
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Methodological nationalism is also expressed in the tendency toward the
homogenization of social processes. A clear example of this is the attempt to place
all Latin American migrants in the category of Hispanics. In this way the particular
cultural features of each group are erased, by labeling them as only part of a shared
category—constructed by the state—that is contrary to nationals, or those who by
their own law form part of the nation-state. It is precisely the nation-state the
parameter on the basis of which criteria for inclusion/exclusion, for belonging and
for accessing the benefits of citizenship, are defined.19

3.3 The Comparative Perspective in the Study of Female
Migration and Labor Markets: The Case of Global
Domestic Service

In this Sect. 3.3.1, I will highlight the way in which the use of the comparative
analysis strategy is proposed for this research study. As a framework of reference,
I will first briefly describe some antecedents of the relation between female
migration and domestic service.

3.3.1 Female Migration and Domestic Service: The
Continuity of a Structural Relationship

Historically, domestic service has been the most important form of female
employment in Latin America (Kuznesof 1993). Its significance in women’s labor
profile diminished throughout the twentieth century as levels of schooling among
the female population increased and women’s labor opportunities in skilled
manual and non-manual segments of the tertiary sector were diversified. In the
case of Mexico, for example, domestic workers represented an average of no less
than a third of the total female economically active population between 1895 and
1940. This single occupation accounted for approximately 30 or 35 % of female
workers during approximately 45 years (Ariza 1998).20

There has been a structural link in historic terms between internal female
migration as a social process and domestic service as a labor market, because of

19 As emphasized by Centeno (2010, p. 213), from a migration angle, the state is the institution
that certifies the right of individuals to enjoy the prerogatives that define an exclusive sub-group
of individuals—of citizens—as being the ones that belong. It is precisely with the advent of the
state in its modern form that the ‘‘illegality’’ of migration emerges as a social problem. The
author draws attention to the recent nature of the phenomenon in historic terms, since it was not
until the late nineteenth century and early tweentieth century that state control over migration
became a crucial element in sovereignty (Centeno 2010, p. 213).
20 It was necessary for 100 years to pass before this occupation dropped to second place in the
labor profile of Mexican women, around 1980, according to Suárez (1989).
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the over-representation of migrants in the universe of domestic workers. This link
can be traced to more general relations between internal female migration, female
economic participation and development, since it was through migration and
insertion in domestic service, to a significant degree, that a considerable portion of
the female population was incorporated into remunerated extra-domestic activity
in the expanding urban centers during the most dynamic years of internal
migration in Latin America, approximately from 1940 to 1970 (Ariza 2000).

Among the many changes occurring in the context of globalization and the
profound reorientation of production in Latin American economies since the mid-
1980s, we find an uncommon increase in international migration. According to
Martínez Pizarro (2003, p. 19), the percentage of women is higher than that of men
in the total number of migrants in the world’s two main regions of immigration:
Europe and the United States. As in the major internal migration flows during the
past century, current international female migration is significantly associated with
domestic service as a labor market—, which can now be observed internationally.
Countless women turn to this area of work, as they migrate from Latin America,
Asia, Africa and Eastern Europe to cities in the European Community, the Middle
East and the United States (Ehrenreich and Russell Hochschild 2003, pp. 276–280;
Ariza 2004).21

The internationalization of domestic service in the context of globalization is
associated with a series of structural processes that have existed for a longer period
of time. From the side of labor demand stand: (a) the growth of low-level non-
manual segments of the services sector (hostels, restaurants, housekeeping) asso-
ciated with a tendency toward the polarization of the job structure accompanying
the expansion of the tertiary sector in so-called global cities (Sassen-Koob 1995);
(b) the reformulation of the welfare state; (c) demographic aging process; and
(d) the growing female economic participation. These last three factors are directly
linked to what has been referred to as the care system crisis (Zimmerman et al.
2006).22 In terms of labor supply, the outstanding processes include: (a) profound

21 Specialists on this topic have been able to sketch out maps with the primary routes of this
international female migration toward markets that, like domestic service, have been reactivated
in the context of globalization. Thus, women from southern Asia (Indonesia, the Philippines,
Thailand, India and Sri Lanka) migrate to the Persian Gulf (Saudi Arabia and Kuwait), Italy,
Spain and Greece. Women from Africa (Nigeria, Ethiopia and Morocco) move to Spain, Italy and
Greece. Mexican and Central American women migrate to the United States and Canada, and
enter into domestic service as well as other poorly remunerated activities in the tertiary sector.
Caribbean women, including women from the Dominican Republic, migrate to the United States,
Spain, Italy, Switzerland, Belgium and Germany, among other countries (see Ehrenreich and
Russell Hochschild 2003, pp. 276–280; Ariza 2004).
22 The most obvious expressions of this crisis are care deficits and the commodification of care
work. The first concept refers to the shortage or insufficient supply of remunerated services for
meeting the needs of caring for members of a family, as well as the lack of care provided by
relatives in the restricted context of the family world. Commodification refers to the fact that in
first world countries, care work (or reproductive work in its simplest sense) is becoming the
object of increasing organization, as it is turned into activities and services that can be bought and
sold (Zimmerman et al., 2006, p. 20).
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social and economic erosion causing constant economic ups and downs in recent
decades in the sending countries of the migrant labor force, making monetary
remittances a factor of structural micro and macro equilibrium (at the household
level); and (b) the consolidation of migration in the social imaginary as the
alternative for social mobility par excellence for a considerable segment of the
population. The corrosive effects of recent economic policies on the stability of
third-world countries, and the dismantling of precarious social welfare systems,
has led to the growing economic dependence of households on the international
work of migrant women These international female migration flows will form part
of what are being identified as counter-geographies of globalization, survival
circuits—made up of the most disadvantaged individuals and constituting the dark
side of globalization (Salazar Parreñas 2001; Sassen 2002). There is no doubt that
a catalyzing element between labor supply and labor demand originates in the
unprecedented conditions of labor mobility and communication promoted by the
globalizing environment.

It is therefore evident that domestic service is an element of continuity in the
relation between female migration and labor markets at different moments in
history, and this is true whether we are speaking of internal or international
migration. For this reason we have given it priority in our analytical proposal for
this project, as a key aspect for understanding the particularities imprinted on the
relation between female migration and labor markets by the globalizing context. In
both cases—internal and international migration—domestic service continues to
exist due to the convergence of a number of long-term structural factors (devel-
opment, tertiarization, feminization, globalization) that favor the supply and
demand of the female labor force in low-level manual segments of the services
sector, as well as specific contextual and historic factors. At the national level and
during the years in which the import substitution model was on the rise in most
Latin American societies, the demand for domestic workers was supplied primarily
by the local, often rural, labor force characterized by very low levels of schooling.
However, we find that at the international level and in the context of some of the
most important first-world metropolises, a diverse mosaic of nationalities provides
the labor required for carrying out the reproduction tasks characterizing this
activity.23 In contrast with internal migration, part of this labor force often has high
levels of schooling. This is notoriously the case with, for example, Eastern

23 Which aspects are included in paid domestic service is, in itself, a matter of controversy. The
unspecific nature of the tasks involved, the fact that this work is carried out in the private sphere,
and the predominant informal nature of the occupation all make it difficult to establish clear
limits. As emphasized by some authors, efforts such as those by the International Labor
Organization (ILO) to delimit the tasks encompassed in the occupation tend to trail far behind
reality (Andersen 2000, p. 15). Cleaning, preparing food and caring for others—usually children
but also the elderly—are currently some of the daily tasks of immigrant women inserted in this
occupation (Andersen 2000, p. 15). It is in this broad sense that paid domestic service is being
referred to in this study.
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European immigrants in the city of Madrid. It also occurs, although to a much
lesser degree, among Latin American immigrants. I will now focus on presenting
the comparative strategy proposed in this research project.

3.3.2 The Comparative Approach Selected

Based on an examination of the labor insertion of two groups of immigrant women
in domestic service, specifically Dominican Republic women in Madrid, and
Mexican women in New York City, this research study is aimed at learning about
the relation between female labor markets and migration in the context of glob-
alization. The study is based primarily on qualitative methodology, although
complementary quantitative information is generated from population censuses
and surveys. Placing more priority on qualitative methods24 than on quantitative
ones responds to a series of inter-related factors. The first factor is the irregular or
undocumented nature, from a legal point of view, of the population under study.25

It is difficult to gain access to this population, particularly Mexican women in
United States since a high percentage of them are under-represented in official
statistics. The second factor refers to the limitations presented by standardized
quantitative sources of information (censuses and surveys) when broken down for
the level of analysis required, difficulties that are even more pronounced in the
case of the female migrant worker population and for the specific occupation under
study here: domestic service. A final aspect refers to the suitability that qualitative-
type field work—focused on the geographical terrain and using direct infor-
mants—represents for the research objectives. An evaluation of the labor insertion
and the characterization of domestic service as a highly informal, secondary labor
market that places a significant percentage of the immigrant labor force in irregular
conditions, could not be easily achieved to a satisfactory degree with the general
statistical indicators that can be constructed on the basis of the questions contained
in survey questionnaires and the available population censuses.

The unit of analysis is the link between migration and domestic service as a
particular labor market—the mode in which both processes reinforce each other.
The unit of observation is composed of the migrant women interviewed in both
cities (Madrid and New York City), belonging to each of the two national groups
mentioned (Dominican and Mexican women) and incorporated into the labor force

24 Using the definition provided by Denzin and Lincoln (2003: 4, 5), we understand qualitative
research as a situated activity that locates the observer in the world and consists of a series of
interpretative, material practices that make the world visible…Among other things, it assumes a
naturalist, interpretative approach to the reality being studied (Bechhofer and Paterson 2000;
Ariza and Velasco 2012).
25 Dominicans in Madrid and Mexicans in New York have a diametrically opposed migratory
status, with low percentages of irregularity among the former (approximately 23.6 %) and
extremely high percentages among the latter (around 60 %) (Domingo and Martínez 2006; Passel
and D́Vera Cohn 2009).
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as domestic workers. Between the two units—of analysis and observation—there
is a conceptual hiatus that contains implications for the inquiry process.26 In our
case, the main implication is that the labor market as a process is not limited to the
worker as an active agent in that market, but includes employers (or those creating
the demand for the labor force) and the diverse institutional factors that intervene
in labor relations, such as the current labor framework and the presence of labor
organizations. In this research study, these aspects are supplied through indirect
information obtained from the women interviewed, from key informants and from
the specialized literature.

The decision to conduct an international comparative analysis lies precisely in
the global nature that domestic service has come to acquire, as a feminized labor
market, its internationalization in the context of the profound socioeconomic
changes during recent decades in both sending and receiving countries. From our
viewpoint, in order to comprehend the global nature of this market, it is necessary
to move beyond the reference of a single country. Through the inclusion of more
than one country we are taking note of the international nature of this labor market,
prioritizing in that way the global economic link over the national perspective and
visualizing the country in question as one of many manifestations of the overall
phenomenon being studied.

However, while the intention of the comparative strategy is to serve as a way
for capturing the global or general aspects characterizing the process, it is also a
means for defining the specificity of domestic service as a labor market in each of
the two countries and cities observed, identifying the particularities imprinted by
each urban and national context. The key concept here is contexts of reception
(Portes and Rumbaut 1990, p. 85). As we know, this concept constitutes a matrix
of analysis for understanding the modes of incorporation of migrants into the
receiving society defining a set of probable courses depending on the character-
istics of the national political attitude toward migration (greater or lesser opening),
the labor market framework (positive or negative discrimination) and the type of
ethnic community (working, professional or non-existent class) in each context
(Portes and Rumbaut 1990, p. 85).

In the case of this research study, aspects acquiring special relevance include
those related to migration policy as well as institutional factors that regulate labor
relations and have an impact on the way in which immigrant women are inserted
into paid domestic service, since the analytical objective is not the social incor-
poration of Dominican or Mexican immigrants into Madrid or New York societies,
but rather, their labor insertion into this occupation. In this comparative exercise,

26 Ragin (1987, p. 9) calls attention to the underlying ambiguity of the notion of the unit of
analysis, sometimes identified simply with data, and at other times in theoretical terms. This
ambiguity increases in the case of comparative studies, in which analysis is usually carried out at
one level (individual, for example), while the explanation comes from another (macro-social).
Ragin proposes differentiating between the unit of observation (referring to the collection of data)
and the unit of explanation, used to explain the pattern observed on the basis of the results.
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the particular labor market is the constant, not immigrant groups per se, and this
yields some advantages from an analytical point of view.27 For example, New
York City typologically represents a context of reception most notably charac-
terized by the passive acceptance28 of migration, together with a discourse that
criminalizes immigrants and a labor market governed by the purest principles of
liberalism. In contrast, Madrid combines: a state policy that encourages immi-
gration for certain labor niches, through the establishment of immigration and
strong barriers of entry to those labor niches reserved for nationals as well as a
passive acceptance of migration flows from the South, the contingent nature of the
status of legal residence (Calavita 2006), and an increasingly xenophobic climate
that current economic crisis has strengthened (Ioé and OIM 2012). Other differ-
ences stem from the type of welfare state predominating in each of these societies
(liberal versus corporate, Esping-Andersen 1990),29 and the major obstacles placed
by the United States on legalization of immigrants. The latter signifies an enor-
mous potential mass of a captive undocumented labor force, given the magnitude
of the international immigration to that country. A common factor is that in both
cities domestic service is subjected to a regimen of exception in which it is exempt
from complying with the general stipulations regulating other labor activities.

The selection of countries for this study responds to academic aspects related to
the importance of migration flows and the personal history of the primary
researcher.30 The United States and Spain are the primary places of destination for
immigrants from Mexico and the Dominican Republic, respectively. Selecting the
migration flow from Mexico does not require a justification, since its long history
and massive nature, together with Mexico’s close geographical proximity to the
United States, make it a highly relevant case.

In the case of the Dominican Republic, Spain’s emergence as the second most
important international destination of migration is related to the process of

27 Green (1994) proposes the analysis of an economic sector at a particular moment in time, as a
way of avoiding the limitations of what are referred to as ‘‘divergent’’ or ‘‘convergent’’
comparative analyses, typically focused on ethnic groups.
28 In line with the concept developed by Portes and Rumbaut (1990, pp. 85–86), we find that
exclusion, passive acceptance and active promotion are the three most common government
responses to foreigners. Among these three, passive acceptance corresponds to a situation in
which access to the country is tolerated explicitly or implicitly, without any other additional effort
to impede or stimulate this phenomenon.
29 The recent economic measures developed by the Spanish government since the 2008 crisis
aimed at reaching fiscal equilibrium, may in some way bring closer the two welfare systems.
30 The research group is composed of five members: the main researcher, an academic with a
Master’s in Regional Development, and two students. The main researcher is a sociologist (with
undergraduate and doctorate degrees in this field), who studied demography at the Latin American
Center for Demography (Centro Latinoamericano de Demografía—CELADE). She has been
working for 18 years at the Institute for Social Research at Mexico’s National Autonomous
University (UNAM), having worked as a researcher at the Institute of Population and Development
Studies of the Dominican Republic (PROFAMILIA) between 1987 and 1991. Her primary lines of
research have been migration (especially female migration), labor markets, gender, family,
sociodemographic processes (including urbanization) and methodological reflection.
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diversification of migration experienced in this country since the mid-1980s.31 The
rhythm in which immigration to Spain increased between 1990 and 2007 was truly
significant. Official statistics indicate a total of 6,640 legal immigrants in 1991.
Eight years later, this number had increased by four times, reaching a total of
26,854 legal immigrants, excluding undocumented immigrants (Báez 2001). Fig-
ures from the municipal registries (in which there is no distinction between legal
and undocumented immigrants) indicated a total of 37,380 Dominicans residing in
Spain in the year 2002; 65, 119 in 2007; and 89,813 in 2012, 57.9.2 % of which
were women (INE 2003, 2008, p. 212). The migration flow from the Dominican
Republic continues to be feminized, and the main niche in which female immigrants
are inserted is domestic service. Dominican migrants have experienced a relative
diversification in recent years, and male migration has increased alongside pro-
cesses of family reunification. One of the unexpected effects of the current economic
crisis has been to place domestic service as the first occupation for foreign female
population, whether communitarian or extra communitarian (Foro 2010).

The contrast between countries originates not only from differences in inter-
national migration flows, migration policies and the size of their economies, but
also from differences in family structures. Here we have the assumption that
similar economic processes (labor insertion of international migrant women in a
feminized activity) can bring differentiated consequences for those participating in
them, depending on the conditions imposed by each context of reception (Europe
and Madrid versus the United States and New York City), whether or not inter-
national female migration is predominant (Dominican Republic versus Mexico),
and the sociodemographic characteristics distinguishing migration flows, including
pre-existing family structures (high levels of marriage dissolution, extended family
households, and female heads of households in the Dominican Republic, versus
high marriage stability, lower levels of extended family households, and medium
levels of female heads of households in Mexico, among other aspects (see Ariza
et al. 1994; Ariza and Oliveira 1997, 2004a, b).32

31 New York is the most important place of destination for emigration from the Dominican
Republic, and Spain is the second. The year in which the international migration of Dominicans
to Spain began to increase coincides with the approval of the US Immigration Reform and
Control Act (1986), which established new barriers to the international flow of immigrants. In
contrast, at the same time and up to 1993, the Spanish government did not place restrictions on
Dominicans entering its territory, and in fact they could enter without a visa.
32 One of the clear consequences from processes of globalization and transnationality affecting
family structure is the tendency toward the fragmentation of family units and the dispersion of
residential spaces (Guarnizo 1997). In those families in which spatial dispersion is expressed in
the absence of the mother in homes, regressive effects have been detected on the teaching–
learning processes of children and the opportunities for personal growth and development in low-
level socioeconomic contexts. The absence of mothers appears to have a stronger destabilizing
effect on families than the absence of fathers. In contrast to the effects on intra-family dynamics
from male emigration, when mothers are the ones who emigrate, the fathers do not assume
domestic roles but rather delegate responsibility for the care and attention to their children to
other relatives (Gregorio Gil 1995; Ariza 2012).
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Consequently, the flow of Dominicans to Spain represents an invaluable
opportunity to observe: (1) an independent female migration flow; (2) a labor
market—domestic service—that absorbs the majority of this flow; and (3) a
European immigration context through the perspective of the Spanish society. At
the same time the migration flow from Mexico to the United States offers a point
of contrast in which: (1) most women enter the migration flow by following male
family members (independent female migration is not the dominant pattern)33;
(2) domestic service is one of the sectors through which female worker enter to US
labor market; and (3) we can observe the nature of the United States as a context of
reception.

In an effort toward specification, we can say that, in line with the typology
described by Przeworski and Teune (1970) mentioned above, the research design
we are using is close to the most similar systems, to the extent that there is a
significant degree of similarity in most of the variables postulated as causal: the
type of economy (tertiarized), the strong demand for the female migrant labor
force to engage in reproduction work, sociodemographic characteristics (aging
societies), and the importance of the international migration from Latin America.
Such research design, also referred to as concomitant variation, contemplates a
series of common inter-systemic factors that serve as elements of control,34 and a
reduced set of dissimilar or unknown variables, that will constitute the inter-
systemic differences. In our case the dissimilar aspects come from the particular
migration policy in each country, the type of welfare state, and some local
characteristics of the labor markets, which would be expected to generate differ-
ences between domestic service in one place of destination and another (dependent
variable). Thus, while the inter-systemic similarities offer a homogenous basis for
reflection, the differences provide the necessary contrasting factors for under-
standing the nature of domestic service in Madrid (Dominican migrant women)
and New York City (Mexican migrant women).35 By maximizing the shared
aspects between systems, the differences observed can be expected to respond to a
small number of factors, achieving this way the objectives of generality, parsi-
mony and precision that are pursued by all scientific effort (Ibidem). This inquiry

33 However after they have reached their destinations, they have a high probability of becoming
part of the economically active population (see Cerrutti and Massey 2001).
34 If we had opted for using the most different design, this would have required the causal factors
contemplated (countries’ level of development, type of economy, degree of aging, relative
importance of immigration) to be highly dissimilar, and even so, for the result to be the same.
35 Of course, the degree of homogeneity or heterogeneity observed is relative and is defined by
the researcher. At one extreme, we are all equal because we all belong to the human race, and at
an intermediate point, we are irreducibly different because we belong to different races. The
degree of homogeneity or heterogeneity will depend on the level of analysis we are engaged in
and actually constitutes the scale in which we are conducting our reflection. A scientist can play
freely with these relative factors or degrees of homo/heterogeneity, interchanging them and
reformulating the level of generality in which the comparison is made, as long as the place from
which comparison begins is explicitly identified.
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process is not, however, free from the problems accompanying analysis of a small
number of cases (small N), as suggested before. The most important of these
problems is the lack of independent variables that might exert causal force on the
phenomenon in question, due to the reduced number of situations (cases) that are
observed.

Figure 3.1 illustrates the type of comparative design we have selected. The
inter-systemic similarities are due to: (1) countries involved are developed econ-
omies with a predominance of the tertiary sector and aging demographic struc-
tures; (2) the growth or reactivation of feminized secondary labor markets, such as
domestic service and care work in general, with an important presence of an
immigrant labor force; and (3) period of reference and year of observation.

In contrast, the inter-systemic differences refer to: (1) the characteristics that
differentiate some aspects of the contexts of reception represented by the two
countries primarily due to their migration policies, labor market regulations and the
type of welfare state; (2) the two migration flows selected, specifically Dominican
women and Mexican women, characterized by contrasting internal compositions
(migration status, irregular/regular, or naturalized in the case of Spain, and undoc-
umented, resident or citizen, in the case of the United States), the degree of femi-
nization of their migration flows and other aspects (independent or associational
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State, etc.) 
Two different 

migration flows from
Latin America: 

feminized (Dominicans
to Madrid) / masculinized 
(Mexicans to New York 
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Developed countries 
with high levels of Latin 
American immigration, 
aging populations and 
tertiarized economies. 

Growth of highly-
feminized secondary 
labor markets, with a 

strong presence of
immigrants (domestic 

service)

INTER-SYSTEMIC 
DIFFERENCES 

INTER-SYSTEMIC 
SIMILARITIES 

Differences and Similarities

Fig. 3.1 Basis of comparison. Source The author
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migration)36; lastly, (3) the dissimilar family structures in the two sending countries,
Mexico and the Dominican Republic, as previously emphasized here.

The relation between inter-systemic differences and similarities can also be
viewed in terms of explained or explanatory (dependent or independent) variables.
While similarity between the systemic factors serves as an element of control, the
inter-systemic differences provide the explanatory variables (independent vari-
ables) of the process under study (Przeworski and Teune 1970). In our case this
refers to the characteristics of domestic service as a labor market in each of the
cities and countries selected. Although analysis is conducted at the systemic level,
this does not prevent references to intra-systemic processes from being made if
necessary. This back-and-forth between the different spheres of reflection speaks
about the dynamic, dialectic nature of all efforts in scientific inquiry. The relation
between the two types of variables—dependent and independent—can be outlined
graphically in the following way:

As summarized in Fig. 3.2, we can expect to find differences in the way
domestic work is carried out in terms of the conditions in which women enter the
job in each context of reception (through private intermediary agencies, informal
networks, through the state or by non-governmental organizations), the modalities
acquired by the activity (whether in private homes or elsewhere), the tasks fulfilled
(whether or not they include caring for the elderly, for children, cleaning, or a
combination of tasks); the degree of overlapping among tasks, labor conditions
(intensity of workday, absence of benefits, income), and the level of personal
satisfaction, among other aspects.

Domestic service
Country of  labor 
insertion 
Institutional
framework (migration
policies, labor 
regime) 
Migration status
Time from migration 
Sociodemographic 
characteristics
Prior labor trajectory

Access to labor market 

Type of domestic
service
Type of regimen 
(internal or external)
Working conditions
Post-migration labor 
trajectory 
Differentiation of tasks 
Level of satisfaction

Independent variables Dependent variables

Causal relationship

Fig. 3.2 Causal relationship. Source The author

36 The search for heterogeneity, a common practice in qualitative analysis, was one criterion that
explicitly guided the selection of the women interviewed.
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3.4 Methodological Proposal: Axis, Levels of Analysis
and Data Construction

In Sect. 3.4.1, I will describe the axis and levels of analysis prioritized in this research
study, as well as the way in which data is constructed. I will identify three axis and
three levels of analysis. There is not necessarily a specific correspondence between
axis and levels, since any of the levels of analysis can serve as an explanatory element
for what takes place in any of the three prioritized axis of analysis.

3.4.1 Axis and Levels of Analyses

3.4.1.1 Analytical Axis 1: The Migration Process

This is a crucial dimension for analysis in our research, since it is proposed as the
analytical link that makes it possible to understand the relation between the
internationalization of domestic service and globalization. One of the distinctive
characteristics of this labor market is the relative inelasticity of the demand
(Orlansky and Dubrovsky 1977). To the degree that a significant portion of
domestic reproduction tasks remain invisibilized in the private sphere, conceptu-
alized as ‘not work’ and as a ‘natural’ space for females, there will invariably be a
potential demand for a labor force to carry out these tasks. The abundant avail-
ability of low-skilled female workers willing to enter into this and other labor
markets provided through migration is clearly one of the decisive factors
explaining its expansion.

From a macro-structural viewpoint based on this axis of analysis, our study
explores the characteristics of the migration process, its history and evolution, and
the particular traits it has acquired in recent years. It considers women’s place in
this process, and especially the significant and, in some cases, increasing femi-
nization of international migration. At the micro level, our study looks at the
moments in which migration emerges as a life-defining option in the personal
histories of the women workers interviewed, the concrete way in which they
migrated, the type of networks, and the subjective perceptions associated with the
experience of migration. In the intermediate meso analysis, in contrast, attention is
directed toward reflecting upon the way in which the abundance of the immigrant
labor force from countries in the South has contributed to the reactivation of this
old labor market.

3.4.1.2 Analytical Axis 2: Labor Insertion

This is a central dimension of analysis around which other dimensions revolve.37

The idea is to produce an X-ray of women’s labor insertion in this market, on the
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basis of information collected during in-depth interviews. The information
describes: (1) access to the labor market, or in other words, the means through
which insertion was achieved (networks, the state, or private hiring agencies);
(2) labor conditions: income, stability, benefits, workday, type of hiring contract if
applicable, workload, breaks, vacation; (3) pre and post-migration labor trajectory;
(4) the degree of personal satisfaction with the activity, and expectations for
leaving or remaining in this sector in the medium term.

From a macro level of reflection, the idea is to consider the structural aspects
that explain the expansion of domestic service in the context of globalization, both
generally and in the particular case of these two urban contexts and countries of
reception analyzed. This activity is evaluated in terms of its historic continuity and
also the unique characteristics it has acquired as a response to the enormous
demand for proximity services38 in some of the most important cities in the
western world since the end of the twentieth century. The factors that explain the
proliferation of proximity services include: population’s aging, growing female
economic participation, changes in the realm of family world (dissolution, increase
in one-parent households, progressive tendency toward geographic dispersion),
and the welfare state crisis (Parella Rubio 2003, p. 12).39

3.4.1.3 Analytical Axis 3: The Family World as Mediation

In contrast, family structure as an analytical axis has a relatively secondary
function with respect to the other two areas. This area is understood as a condi-
tioning factor that can make it possible to comprehend both women’s migration
history and their current labor situation. This is not only because of the intrinsic
relation between family networks and migration, but also due to the way in which
the family situation conditions female economic participation. From a macro

37 As emphasized by Parella Rubio (2003), the relevance of analyzing the immigrants economic
incorporation into the host society lies in its centrality for defining the social position they
occupy, and thus, the range of opportunities opened or closed to them.
38 Also referred to as ‘‘daily living services,’’ they include six different areas, with the first two
focused on remunerated activities carried out to satisfy the needs of individuals and their families,
and services provided to homes (Torns 1997, cited by Parella Rubio 2003, pp. 12, 252). Some of
these services are linked to people (elderly, persons with illnesses, children), and others refer
more to tasks traditionally considered to be domestic services, such as cleaning and food
preparation. The other four areas, according to the European Commission, are: new information
and communication technologies, assistance provided to young people experiencing difficulties,
mediation and consultation services in conflict resolution, and job risk prevention (Parella Rubio
2003, p. 252).
39 The reduction in the state’s social spending accompanying the reformulation of the social
security scheme impacts the care provided to the elderly, one of the tasks most frequently
assigned to Latin American female immigrants working in domestic service in Spain.
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viewpoint, the contrasting family structures in the Dominican Republic and
Mexico within the Latin American context are used as a starting point. Indirectly,
these differences in family structure patterns are related to the aggregated ten-
dencies in international migration in both countries: in one case (Mexico)
migration is predominantly male and more family dependent; in the other
(Dominican Republic) migration is more female and relatively independent. These
differences are also related to the ways in which female workers enter the labor
market. Prior research has documented an increasing number of female heads of
households in the universe of Dominican immigrants, partially attributed to the
incentive provided by the labor demand (Oso 1998). We can expect to find tan-
gible signs of some of these differences in the life histories of the migrant women
interviewed—which constitute the micro level within this axis of analysis.40 With
the objective of capturing the relation between family structure and migration, this
study explores the changes in household composition associated with migration, at
both the pre and post-migration stages.

As explained earlier, in addition to these analytical axis, there are three levels of
analysis: macro, meso and micro-structural. In the first level, the globalizing
context and migration play a crucial role as long-term social processes that provide
a framework for the labor market to be observed. This level of analysis is based on
a conception of migration that is defocalized from the individual migrant, and
visualized as a partial consequence of the economic expansionism of central
countries in the context of the economic integration promoted by globalization
(Portes and Rambaut 1990; Sassen 2000).

This process of expansion and subordinated integration of peripheral countries
has been accompanied by a profound deterioration in their social structures and an
intensification of social inequality. Together with these aspects, consideration is
given to the mediation of another series of factors, some of which are demographic
(family structure, aging population) and institutional (migration policy, labor
frameworks).

At the meso level, priority is given to the urban contexts that both cities and
both countries represent from a labor point of view, and also in terms of their
migration policies and labor markets. As we have emphasized, each of these two
countries (Spain and the United States) and their cities (Madrid and New York)—
in virtue of their histories, their place in the international division of labor, their
idiosyncratic characteristics, their migration policies and regulatory frameworks—
make up a particular context of reception (Portes and Böröcz 1989; Portes and
Rumbaut 1990), with the capacity to impact the way in which such labor markets
function and therefore, the social condition of migrant women.

40 Recognizing that aggregate patterns (average statistical values) conceal variability (or
dispersion), we would expect to also find cases that are discrepant with the general tendencies in
family dynamics at the level of individual interviews—cases that are illustrative of the diversity
of the process.
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Lastly, in micro-social level of reflection, analysis is focused on the working and
life trajectories histories of the migrant women interviewed. Two important
dimensions are identified: the socio-structural and the socio-symbolic, from which
complementary analysis of the information gathered are developed. Based on the
first, qualitative information is treated at an objectivist level, with the aim of
contrasting the pre and post-migration labor histories of a set of women who vary on a
series of central aspects looking for common patterns. From the socio-
symbolic approach, the subjective aspects contained in the interview guide are
highlighted: perceptions of the labor situation, level of personal satisfaction,
assessment of migration, sense of belonging, expectations for returning (Fig. 3.3).
At this level of reflection, the life histories are the framework of reference that
provides meaning to the labor trajectory followed and the perceptions associated to it.

3.4.2 Data Construction: Field Work and Systemization
of Information

Field work41 encompasses four phases that correspond to the different possibilities
of origin and reception in the two female migration flows observed—Dominican
women to Madrid and Mexican women to the United States—with a particular
approach depending on whether it takes place in the sending or receiving country.

MACRO SOCIAL

MESO SOCIAL

MICROSOCIAL

Globalization

Migration

Countries

Cities

Labor 
trajectories

Family and life
contexts

Fig. 3.3 Levels of analysis

41 Field work is understood as a type of research that takes place in the context in which things
occur, as opposed to research that takes place far from the context (Bechhofer and Paterson
2000).
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For the receiving countries and cities a more intensive field work was designed,
based on a series of in-depth interviews with women working in paid domestic
service, interviews with key informants and an undetermined number of informal
conversations with individuals in the ethnic community within each of these cities.
A quota was designed for the in-depth interviews, in order to make the selection of
the population as heterogeneous as possible, in terms of sociodemographic char-
acteristics (age, schooling, marital status, maternity, migration status, rural or
urban origin, etc.) and type of labor insertion in domestic service (internal/exter-
nal; care/cleaning). The idea was not only to prevent the construction of infor-
mation from being confined to a very particular sub-group within the universe of
reference, given the networks through which we gained access to the population,
but also to allow for enough diversity. A semi-structured guide was used for the
interviews. Within a flexible framework of interaction, the objective was to gather
systematic information in relation to the three primary analytical dimensions in the
study: migration, labor insertion and family structure.

In the sending countries, Mexico and the Dominican Republic, ethnographic
tours were conducted in the primary localities of origin of the women previously
interviewed in Madrid or New York City. In those localities researchers inter-
viewed key informants (local authorities, priests, teachers, social organizations,
cooperatives) and had informal conversations with inhabitants. In all cases the
project’s main researcher personally conducted the interviews, with the exception
of the ethnographic visits to the sending localities in Mexico, where other mem-
bers of the research team also participated. Throughout the four phases of field
work, a total of 50 in-depth interviews were conducted in the cities of destination,
together with over 40 semi-structured interviews with key informants, inhabitants
of localities and members of migrants’ families in both sending and receiving
locations.

As already explained, the data was constructed following two paths: (1) by
obtaining aggregated figures based on the available statistical information (sec-
ondary sources: surveys, census)42; and (2) by directly obtaining information from
female migrant workers in the various modalities of domestic service in the two
cities and countries selected (primary sources), as well as from key informants and
informal contacts.

There are specific procedures for the systematization of information in each of
these two paths. The quantitative approach is well known, and it is only necessary
to adhere to technical and methodological principles—which are practically uni-
versal—through which information is addressed at this level of aggregation. In the
case of a qualitative approach, there are no guidelines or specific, uniform

42 The quantitative sources used in the case of Spain are the National Census and the municipal
registry; and for the United States, the Population Census, the Current Population Survey and the
American Community Survey.
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standards for the systematization of information, which instead depends in many
cases on the researcher’s academic tradition (anthropological, sociological, lin-
guistic), in addition to a considerable dose of personal creativity (Denzin and
Lincoln 2003; Ariza and Velasco 2012).43

Focusing on a point that combines objectivist and constructivist approaches to
the qualitative information obtained, analytical matrices were developed for sys-
tematically comparing the relevant information for the main analytical dimensions
of this research: migration, labor and family structure. Each life history provided
characteristics of the current labor insertion, and a detailed sequence of the pre and
post-migration labor trajectory, as well as the changes occurring in the household’s
composition and structure before and after migration in order to address the whole
migration experience. This specific, objectivist approach to the working history
will be complemented with interpretative, constructivist narration on the life
history and the most subjective aspects included in the interview guide: the
meaning attributed to the migration experience, the notion of belonging (here or
there, or here and there), and a self-assessment of the labor activity carried out.

3.5 Final Considerations

Our presentation of the way in which this study proposes the use of the compar-
ative method in analyzing the labor insertion of two groups of Latina workers in
domestic service in the cities of Madrid (Dominican women) and New York City
(Mexican women), was preceded by some clarifications regarding the permanence
of the comparative method in social sciences in general, and its pertinence in the
particular case of migration studies.

It was made clear that not only has the systematic use of comparison been
among the main methodological resources employed in sociology since this field
of study was created, but this method has some important advantages when we
engage in studying the complexity of migration processes. As we have indicated,
the use of the comparative method can represent a way to avoid at least two of the
most frequent problems encountered in the analysis of migration: (1) the tendency
to essentialize the characteristics observed in a collective of immigrants, as if they
were idiosyncratic—and therefore irreducible—aspects of the culture to which

43 Citing Becker (1998), Denzin and Lincoln (2003, p. 6) describe the qualitative researcher as
‘‘a bricoleur or maker of quilts who uses the tools of his or her methodological trade, deploying
whatever strategies, methods and empirical materials are at hand. If new tools have to be
invented, or pieced together, then the researcher will do this. The choices as to which
interpretative practices to employ are not necessarily set in advance. The decision around which
research practice to use depends on the questions formulated, and the questions depend, in turn,
on the context, what is available, and what the researcher can manage to achieve’’.
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they belong, leading to culturalist reasonings of a tautological nature; and (2) the
inclination to give the nation-state a central position in the understanding of
migration processes, by emphasizing it as a unit of analysis. The contrasting
exercise implied in the use of comparison as a methodological strategy may allow
for relativizing both the characteristics deemed as exclusive to a particular col-
lective, and the position of the nation-state within more inclusive social processes.
Of course, the use of comparison does not guarantee that these limitations will be
overcome, however it does point to the path in this direction. In general, to the
extent that in the comparative method it is necessary to refer to several intertwined
levels of reflection (macro, meso and micro), a more complex understanding of
migration as a social process is facilitated.

In order to take full advantage of its heuristic capacities, the use of the com-
parative method requires the fulfillment of some basic precepts, including: (1) the
careful selection of cases; (2) systematic comparison of differences and similarities;
and (3) the need for equivalence among indicators. In our study of the labor
insertion of female immigrant workers in domestic service, the two cases compared
(Madrid and New York) were selected by using a set of connected factors including
the criteria of major cities in countries with a high level of international immi-
gration, especially from Latin America, with tertiarized economies, aging demo-
graphic structures and a significant demand for female labor force for care work,
cleaning and domestic work (reproduction activities). The systematic comparison
of the differences and similarities that both contexts of reception represent, can lead
to an understanding of the explanatory factors behind the differences observed in
the labor insertion, and in general, in the condition for female immigrant workers in
this labor market. For a comparison like the one proposed here, to be productive, it
is vitally important that the indicators compared refer to the same aspect; in other
words, that they are equivalent, since it is imperative that the factors to which causal
force is attributed, as explanatory variables, have similar meanings.

While such analysis makes it possible to learn about the ins and outs of the
functioning of a highly feminized labor market with a significant presence of
immigrant labor force in the cities selected, while revealing some of the causal
factors behind the differences observed, it suffers from the limitations inherent to
small-N studies. Nonetheless, to the extent that all research involves a compromise
in which some points are won but others are lost, we believe that the lesser
capacity for generalization implicit in the study of these two cases is widely
compensated through two factors: first, the advantages gained in the specificity of
knowledge attained with regard to a secondary, feminized, highly precarious labor
market in the context of globalization; and secondly, the attempt to move toward a
more complex, contextual causal type of explanation.
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Chapter 4
Forced Migration of Colombians:
A Relational Perspective

Pilar Riaño-Alcalá and Marta I. Villa-Martínez

Abstract This chapter examines the research process and the methodological and
ethical challenges of a comparative study of the forced migration of Colombians in
three national contexts: Colombia, Ecuador and Canada. During the years in which
this research study was carried out (2005–2009), Colombia was the country with
the second highest rate of internal displacement in the world and the primary
source of persons from the region seeking refuge. The chapter discusses the
insights and questions that emerge from examining the dynamics of fear in the
displacement and integration processes of forced migrants and the various social
and political locations used by internally displaced persons and refugees in their
interactions with local societies and a host of local, national and international
institutions. It discusses the challenges the research team encountered in the
attempt to construct differentiated typologies of forced migration, which risked
missing the complexities of the phenomenon and the continuities between different
forms of migration. The chapter highlights the research potential of a relational
comparative perspective that reconstructs fields of relations and variations between
the experiences of internally displaced persons and persons living in refugee sit-
uations. Our analysis of the forced migration experiences of displaced persons and
refugees in a number of sites revealed a host of factors that impact on forced
migration and integration processes and the links between local, internal, regional
and international migration movements.
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In this article we reflect upon the experience and methodological challenges of a
research study on the forced migration of Colombians in three national contexts:
Colombia, Ecuador and Canada. Colombia has been the epicenter of historic,
complex processes of human mobility, and since the second half of the 1980s, of
intense migration flows including predominantly forced internal displacements and
cross-border refuge. These flows are related to the intensification and territorial
expansion of an armed conflict that has lasted over a half century and has involved
multiple agents (paramilitary groups, guerrillas, army, drug trafficking) as well as
economic, territorial, regional and political dynamics. Our research study exam-
ined how social fears affect the reconstruction of social worlds and the local
integration of those who leave their homes, cross internal and external borders and
establish themselves temporarily or more permanently in another place of resi-
dence.1 We addressed the phenomenon of forced migration from a qualitative
focus, that is, as a significant, complex and multidimensional phenomenon. The
analysis revolved around the experience of persons in displacement and refugee
situations. In this context the comparative exercise sought to highlight continuities
and variations in the experiences of mobility and the local integration of persons in
displacement and refugee situations—based on field research conducted in nine
different sites, three in each of the countries mentioned above.

Methodology is understood in this article as the means and practices used to
acquire and organize knowledge regarding a specific social problem or dynamic—
in our case, forced migration—but also the means and practices on the basis of
which research relations are constructed and social and intellectual responsibilities
are defined in relation to the social dynamics studied and the individuals who are
experiencing forced migration (Denzin and Lincoln 2008; Schrartz and Walker
1995). This chapter examines the methodological strategy used in our research
with the aim of illustrating the way in which analysis was constructed, the ques-
tions that arose in the research process, and some tensions and challenges faced in
research work.

1 Participating in the study were nine researchers from different disciplines (sociologists,
anthropologists, historians, political scientists and psychologists) associated with Corporación
Región in Colombia, FLACSO in Ecuador, and the University of British Colombia (UBC) in
Canada. Marta Villa from Corporación Región and Pilar Riaño have been working in the area of
urban conflict and violence in Colombia for more than 15 years and have previously collaborated
on other research projects. The current project was formulated by these two researchers in
collaboration with Ana Maria Jaramillo, sociologist and historian, and Amparo Sánchez,
anthropologist and philosopher, from Corporación Región. In Colombia, the team was formed by
Marta Villa, Ana Maria Jaramillo and Amparo Sánchez. In Ecuador, the team was composed of
Fredy Rivera, sociologist and FLACSO professor; Hernando Ortega, an anthropologist studying
for his Master’s degree in anthropology at FLACSO; and Paulina Larreategui, a lawyer
specializing in refugee issues, and studying for her Master’s degree in international relations at
FLACSO. In Canada the team consisted of Pilar Riaño, anthropologist and UBC professor; Marta
Colorado, psychologist; Patricia Diaz, doctoral candidate in political thought at the University of
York; and Amantina Osorio, doctoral candidate in anthropology at the University of Montreal.
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In order to develop a reflexive, critical perspective of the methodological
process, we approach methodology as a dynamic, simultaneous process consisting
of the construction of the research problem, the methods used in that construction,
and its critique (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1995, p. 30). Here, we acknowledge the
contradiction confronted when attempting a systematic description of the research
process that tends to lend coherence and unity to a process that, to the contrary, is
characterized as iterative—returning over and over to questions involving
research, information and modes of comprehension and analysis—and not
unfolding in a linear manner (Gershon 2008; Maxwell 2005).

The chapter is divided into three parts. In the first part, we describe the reasons
that led us to introduce a human mobility perspective to the study and research we
had been conducting on violence and conflict in Colombia. In this section we
briefly characterize the research problem and specify what we are referring to
when we speak of internal displacement and refuge as migration modalities. In the
second part we address the research process and dialectics, initially presenting the
analytic focus of the research and its unit of analysis. In the third part we focus on
the challenges that emerge in a comparative exercise, and the ways in which we
questioned and at times became entangled in the construction of differentiated
categories and typologies of forced migration. We explain in this section the
reformulations that led us to prioritize and recuperate the comparative exercise in
its relational sense—in other words, comparison as a perspective that reconstructs
nodes of relations, highlights continuities, and identifies variations and contrasts in
and between the experiences of internally displaced persons and persons living in
refugee situations.

4.1 Explanatory Contexts

The research trajectory of the team that formulated this project had been previ-
ously concentrated on the analysis of urban violence and problems such as nar-
cotraffic, drugs and urban violence (Salazar and Jaramillo 1994), political conflict
and culture (Jaramillo et al. 1998); memory and conflict (Riaño 2006) and urban
fears (Villa et al. 2003, Jaramillo et al. 2004). With our research on forced
migration, we continued to analyze the dynamics of violence and conflict in
Colombia, particularly in its human dimension. However, we introduced an ana-
lytical perspective that investigates violence and conflict from the perspective of
human mobility. Our intention was to further explore conflict in a way that reveals
its impacts, movements and geographies as a historic, space–time process
(between a sending area, transit areas and receiving areas) characterized by the
crossing of territorial, geopolitical and cultural borders.

As we addressed the study of variations in the experience of forced migration
from an analytical focus on fear and mobility, we attempted to analyze the impact
of conflict and violence on the social worlds of those affected by them. We also
aimed to deepen our understanding of the ways in which forced mobility and
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migration processes are linked to broader global migration processes. In this way
our research dialogues with studies on violence (to enhance the complexity of
analysis and conceptualizations of conflict and war in contemporary societies) as
well as with migration studies (to underscore the influence of wars and violence on
contemporary migrations). To better understand the research strategy and meth-
odological design we have used, in the following section we offer a brief char-
acterization of the phenomenon of forced migration within and from Colombia.

4.1.1 Colombia: Displacement and Refuge

During the years in which we conducted this research study (2005–2009),
Colombia was the country with the second highest rate of internal displacement. In
2007, 50 % of all the world’s displaced persons were concentrated in Colombia,
Sudan and Iraq (Norwegian Refugee Council 2008). The phenomenon of internal
displacement in Colombia is characterized by its prolonged duration and by its
distribution throughout the entire national territory: forced displacements have
taken place in 87 % of its municipalities, and displaced persons have been
received in 71 % of its municipalities (Conferencia Episcopal and CODHES
2006). As 2009, the necessary conditions for displaced Colombians to return to
their places of origin were insufficient, and therefore their return did not represent
a long-lasting solution for re-establishing their rights or protecting the factors that
placed their lives in danger.2

Alongside the problem of internal displacement, Colombia has been the pri-
mary source of persons from the region seeking refuge since the end of the 1990s
(ACNUR 2006). According to figures reported by the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) office, Colombia was one of the three main
places of origin for the world’s refugees in 2008, following Afghanistan and Iraq
(UNHCR 2008). It is calculated that nearly a half million Colombians3 crossed
national borders and lived in a refugee situation in other countries since the period
from the mid-1990s (when a significant increase was registered in the number of
requests for asylum made by Colombians) to 2007 (US Committee for Refugees
2005; UNHCR 2008).

The phenomenon of Colombians seeking refuge in other countries has unique
characteristics. Colombians in general do not live in refugee camps. After crossing
national borders, and sometimes continental borders, some live in towns and cities
in the countries where they request asylum and receive humanitarian protection.

2 According to the global panorama described annually by the Norwegian Refugee Council
(2008), Colombia is the country with the worst conditions in the world for guaranteeing the return
to one’s place of origin as a long-lasting solution.
3 Calculations vary between 453,300 (US Committee for Refugees 2005) and 552,000
Colombians (UNHCR 2008).
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There are others who fled the country but do not seek institutional protection out of
fear or because they are unaware of this possibility. Ecuador and Canada are
among the main countries that receive Colombians seeking international protection
(Rivera et al. 2007; Riaño et al. 2007). Ecuador is the country where the most
Colombians are living in refugee situations, both at the continental level and
internationally,4 and by 2006, Canada became the country with the second largest
number of Colombians whose refugee status has been acknowledged (Riaño et al.
2007). Nevertheless, in the case of Colombians receiving humanitarian protection
from Canada over 55 % of them were resettled directly from Colombia (Riaño and
Díaz 2007), and consequently, when they requested asylum they did not pass
through refugee camps, nor were they outside the country, as stipulated by the
Geneva Convention. In the case of Ecuador, a high percentage of Colombians who
flee to that country do so without knowing that their situation makes them eligible
for receiving international humanitarian protection (Rivera et al. 2007; Servicio
Jesuita a Refugiados 2006). Those who access the route to protection are not in
refugee camps, and a small percentage have accessed humanitarian care in tem-
porary shelters.

While we distinguish between the analysis of migration processes we charac-
terize as ‘forced’ and those identified as ‘economic’ or ‘voluntary’, we do rec-
ognize the gray areas between them and the difficulty in rigidly separating them.
There is increasing literature that emphasizes the connections between migration
and asylum, and recognizes that migrants and those who request refuge have
multiple reasons for emigrating, and that it is not easy to separate economic
reasons from those corresponding to human rights violations (ACNUR 2007;
Castles 2003; Diaz 2008). It is also important, along these lines, to underscore the
links between forced migration and global migration processes, and the tendency
registered since the end of the Cold War toward an intensification of the stratifi-
cation of the migration system. Crosby (2006), Nolin (2006) and Nyers (2006)
examine the inequalities in power and access to resources that distinguish the
relation between individuals, migration flows and the capacity for transboundary
migration mobility in the context of globalization. They conclude that displaced
and undocumented persons, those living in poverty and those lacking access to
transnational networks are in an unequal, vulnerable position. The differences and
the gray line between economic migration and forced migration are associated
with this process of unequal power and stratification. The latter can be found in the
migration policies of countries from the North, such as Canada, structured to
attract a certain type of immigrant (skilled, professional, young and educated), and
in their policies on human protection. These policies are used as a mechanism for
selecting and attracting immigrants with a certain profile—who, it is believed, will
be able to successfully integrate into society in labor and social terms (Riaño and
Díaz 2007)—or as an unacknowledged mechanism for fulfilling the need for an

4 UNHCR estimates that close to 250,000 Colombians are in need of international protection in
Ecuador (Bilsborrow and CEPAR 2006).
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unskilled labor force (Castles 2003). In Latin America, studies on dictatorships and
exile have noted the singularity of the exile experience and the many relations
between exile and migration (Roniger 2012). Delgado and Márquez (2010) and
Gzesh (2008) have proposed to extend the notion of forced migration to describe
the human rights violations characterizing several forms of economic migration.

4.1.2 Process and Dialectics: Research, Methodological
Design and Central Concepts

There are three central assumptions that situate our research in the literature on
violence and mobility and the debates on the singularity of circumstances (the
vulnerability of rights) and experience for forced emigrants: (1) Internal dis-
placement and refuge are migration modalities under coercion5 and therefore
phenomena that can be characterized within a specific migration modality: forced
migration; (2) these modalities of forced migration can be analyzed from a rela-
tional perspective that points to their variations and similarities; and (3) the forced
migration experience has a unique nature due to the circumstances that lead to the
decision to migrate and to the modes in which individuals in displacement or
refugee situations seek incorporation into a new society. In relation to these three
assumptions, the analytical focus of our research was constructed around the
relation between fear, violence and human mobility.

Although our research was carried out in three countries, it was not defined as a
national level study. In each country and after initial fieldwork and consultation
with experts, workers and local community leaders, we selected three sites that
would allow us to document different types and modalities of forced migration. In
the selection process we considered sites in which a significant proportion of
persons in displacement/refuge situations are concentrated, and that illustrate
specific modalities of migration or specific historic dynamics and contexts of
integration or exclusion, and of recognition or denial of displaced/refugee status.

Thus, in Ecuador, for example it was decided to include Quito, the country’s
capital and the city in which the greatest number of Colombians are concentrated;
San Lorenzo, a border town with historic ties of cultural and commercial exchange
with Colombia, and characterized by very few infrastructure resources, low human
development indexes and very little coverage in terms of access to basic social
services; and Ibarra, a mid-sized city with a history of Colombians migrating and
establishing themselves, and characterized by more institutional resources for
humanitarian attention, because of its proximity to the border.

5 Coercion, according to Penz (2006), is the restriction of possibilities for an individual’s choices
and decisions, by another individual or individuals, however this does not necessarily involve the
total absence of alternatives or possibilities for making decisions.
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In Canada our research was conducted in Vancouver, the country’s third largest
city, with the greatest concentration of Colombian population along the country’s
Pacific Coast; London, a mid-sized city in the province of Ontario, with the
greatest proportion of Colombians in Canada, and where most of the Colombians
who live there made a refugee claim at the US–Canadian border; and Sherbrooke,
in the French speaking province of Quebec, with a high concentration of
Colombian refugee population, and one of only two Canadian cities with a
municipal policy that welcomes immigrants.

Our definition of the scale and site of research progressed differently in
Colombia due to regional contrasts and differences in the country, both in terms of
the geopolitics of war as well as political, cultural and displacement dynamics. In
this case, our research was concentrated in a specific region, the Antioquia
Department, since it is one of the departments with the highest rates of expelling
and receiving displaced persons, and it is a region we have considerable knowl-
edge regarding the dynamics of war and social conflicts. In this department the city
of Medellin and the Urabá and Eastern Antioquia sub-regions are those that have
most directly suffered from displacement and war. Therefore in the selection of
places for our study, we combined the criteria for region and locality.

The consideration of aspects such as the migration history in each locality,
socioeconomic characteristics that facilitated or obstructed the settlement and
incorporation of displaced persons and refugees in the local society and economy,
and the analysis of public policies designed to address this population, were
important in understanding the similarities and differences in the experiences of
forced emigrants.6

4.2 Experience as a Unit of Analysis

Located at the center of our methodological focus were the persons in displace-
ment or refugee situations. We analyzed their experiences in a historical context (a
multipolar, prolonged war lasting more than a half century) and within specific
space–time axis (places of displacement and exile, migration routes, relations
established, places of temporary or permanent settlement). The concept of expe-
rience is used in refugee studies (Ager 1999) to denote the human consequences—
personal, social, economic, cultural and political—of forced migration. Experience
is produced in the intertwining of the internal, subjective experiences of fear,
migration and uprootedness, and the impact from social, political and economic
forces and contexts shaping forced migration and local integration processes
(Brettell 2000).

6 These results are presented in the publication of three documents, one for each country, on the
forced migration of Colombians (see Villa et al. 2007; Rivera et al. 2007; Riaño et al. 2007).
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In our references to displaced persons and refugees, we followed a form of
categorization from international and national systems for humanitarian protec-
tion, or in other words, the forced migration regime.7 Nevertheless, from the
beginning, our field research revealed the problematic boundaries in these cate-
gorizations. On one hand this was because of the difficulties in establishing a clear
differentiation between forced migrants and other types of migrants who are
neither institutionally recognized nor do they self-identify under these categories.
On the other hand, it was because of the ways in which people who find them-
selves in situations of displacement and refuge recreate, appropriate or reject these
categories.

In Medellin, for example, a group of displaced persons together with a non-
governmental organization proposed in 2005 that the internally displaced should
be recognized as internal refugees, given the lack of protection from the gov-
ernment and the need to call for stronger international solidarity. This proposal to
be recognized as refugees puts in question precisely the element that establishes
the difference between displaced persons and refugees in the framework of the
international forced migration regime: the State’s responsibility to guarantee
protection for persons within national borders and the international community’s
obligation to provide protection for persons outside the borders of the country of
their nationality. As noted by Daniel (2002), the distinction between the internally
displaced and refugees leads us to once again consider the role of the nation-state
in the transformation of the ‘refugee’ or ‘displaced’ into a discursive fact and a
recognized category. Without the construction of nations and clearly-defined
national borders, the distinction between these two modalities of forced migration
would be irrelevant.

7 A refugee according to the 1951 Geneva Convention is a person who ‘‘owing to well-founded
fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular
social group or political opinion, is outside the country of her/his nationality and is unable, or
owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail herself/himself of the protection of her/his country; or,
who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of her/his former habitual residence
as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fears, is unwilling to return to it.’’ (UNHCR)
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, ‘‘Convention on Refugee Status’’ [in
Spanish] at: http://www.unhchr.ch/spanish/html/menu3/b/o_c_ref_sp.htm. This definition of a
refugee has been expanded upon through regional declarations and national legislation in various
countries. The Cartagena Declaration, a non-binding instrument supported by many of the
region’s countries, expands the definition of persons in need of protection and incorporates
analysis of the existing objective situations in a given country, catalogued as generalized vio-
lence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive violations of rights and other situations that
have disturbed public order. Internally displaced persons, according to the ‘‘Guiding Principles on
Internal Displacement’’ are ‘‘persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee
or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to
avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights
or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State
border.’’ (Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, [in Spanish] at: http://www.hchr.org.co/
documentoseinformes/documentos/html/pactos/principios_rectores_desplazamientos_internos.
html).
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Colombians in Ecuador who have been denied refugee status demand to be
recognized as refugees, remain in Ecuador as ‘undocumented’ (Bilsborrow and
CEPAR 2006), and self-identify as ‘negados’ (denied) to emphasize the institu-
tional rejection they face—UNHCR does not even recognize them as persons of
interest and they cannot access UNHCR services directly or through its operating
agencies. In fact, it is a result of the way they view themselves that they responded
to the call for participating in this study. In Canada, in contrast, Colombians who
have been recognized as Government Assisted refugees tended to avoid referring
to themselves as refugees, because they feared they will be perceived as
defenseless victims or they will be labeled as ideologically aligned with one of the
groups involved in the conflict. Others call themselves ‘exiles’ to emphasize the
political dimension of their forced migration and identify themselves as the ‘true’
refugees (those who suffer political persecution as a result of their ideological
positions and their human rights work) in contrast to those they consider to be
‘false’ refugees (those who do not directly suffer persecution or who used/abused
the refugee system in order to emigrate).

Consequently, in the course of our research, we decided to use descriptors such
as persons in displacement or refugee situations (what Liisa Malkki (1995) con-
ceptualizes as ‘refugeeness’) to emphasize that there are negotiations and different
ways of relating to one another, and to strategically use terms such as ‘displaced’
or ‘refugee’ within specific social contexts and settings (Stepputat and Sørensen
2001). Thus, these terms are not assumed to be categories of identity or descriptors
of experience per se, but are rather viewed from the perspective of anthropologist
Elizabeth Colson (2003), who emphasizes that displacement and refuge are
structuring events in peoples’ experiences, and are accompanied by processes of
resignification of individual experience and identity.

The acknowledgement of unclear boundaries between types of migration
(forced, economic, voluntary) and the different ways that people position them-
selves poses some challenges in terms of conceptualization, both in the charac-
terization of the scope of the phenomenon of forced migration and its singularity in
relation to other forms of migration. This also presented a challenge for the def-
inition of the research sample, specifically the criteria used for inviting and
selecting participants. Here, we opted for extending an open invitation to displaced
persons and refugees—without establishing a definition of exactly who is a dis-
placed person or a refugee. Those who responded to this invitation considered
themselves as refugees and/or displaced independently from whether they were
officially recognized as such. Thus, for example, in Ecuador the application for
refugee status had been rejected for 24 % of the 68 participants in the study, and
14 % were still awaiting decisions on their applications. In Colombia approxi-
mately 13 % of the 140 persons participating in the research had not formally
follow the process to be recognized by the government as an internally displaced
person.

The research teams in the three countries used the same research design and the
same methodological tools. Information was collected through individual, in-depth
interviews and memory workshops with displaced persons and refugees. In the
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interviews, the interviewees were invited to reconstruct their social networks and
the key moments in their journey of displacement, refuge and settlement. In all, 54
persons were interviewed in the three countries.

The workshops with displaced persons and refugees included a series of
activities carried out in a group format and under the guidance of a facilitator.8 The
purpose of the workshops was to reconstruct the experiences of forced migration
and arrival in another social environment through a variety of verbal and visual
methods (for example, oral history, place and network mapping, and image
making,) and interactive methodology. The workshops traced migration routes,
experiences arriving in a new society, the memories with which this experience is
associated, the challenges and difficulties encountered, the networks of support,
and the fears experienced during displacement and in the new environment. In
each of the nine localities, one workshop was conducted with men, one with
women and in some cases, one with young people. In all, 21 workshops were
conducted (7 in Colombia, 7 in Ecuador and 7 in Canada), with participation by
244 displaced persons and refugees (120 women, 124 men).

While the interviews and workshops were the primary methods for collecting
information, they were conducted as part of broader fieldwork and participant
observation. In each country relevant public policies were analyzed in the areas of
protection, attention and reintegration, with the goal of complementing, analyzing
and contextualizing information from the field. In each locality we also held one or
two discussion groups (8 in all) with service providers from governmental and
non-governmental organizations, with policy makers and with local residents. The
aim was to explore images and representations of displaced persons and refugees
that circulate among the receiving populations, including governmental and non-
governmental organizations providing services to displaced persons/refugees and
the management and staff in these organizations. For the purpose of comple-
menting documentary analysis, 22 interviews were conducted with functionaries
and service operators, and in Colombia six workshops were held with functionaries
and service operators.

4.3 Methodological and Conceptual Constructions
in Research Work

When we approached forced migration as a form of displacement regulated by the
coercion exerted by an external agent and the fear experienced by the victim, fear
was revealed as a powerful analytical axis for exploring the ways in which dis-
placed persons and refugees live their migration journeys and reconstruct their
social worlds. Clues regarding the potential of fear as analytical tool emerged from
two previous studies conducted by Marta Villa, Ana María Jaramillo and Amparo

8 For a description of this research methodology, see Riaño (2005, 2008).
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Sánchez addressing fear, violence and displacement in Medellin (Villa et al. 2003),
and by Pilar Riaño on youth, memory and violence in Medellin (Riaño 2006).
From the first study we learned about the ways in which a geography and
phenomenology of fear marks the relationship between the internally displaced
persons and the responses from the societies where they arrive in search of
protection. From the last study we learned about the historicity of fears and the
ongoing re-elaboration of the maps of fear, legends and narratives of rural origin in
urban mythologies (ghosts, satanic figures, or possessed bodies). These narratives
represented social strategies for confronting the tangible fears created by conflict
and displacement, and ways to express the social tensions resulting from war and
forced migration.

In the context of forced migration, fear is a factor that shapes migrants’
experiences. It is an emotion that causes them to flee, that accompanies the
migration journey, and that impacts the possibilities for reconstructing their social
worlds. Mármora (1990) emphasizes the importance of the sending and receiving
contexts in the decision to migrate, and maintains that in the case of forced
migration, it is the sending context (in Colombia, the generalized situation of
violence, fear and threats) that has the most impact on the decision to migrate,
while in the case of economic migration, the characteristics of the receiving
context (the opportunities it offers) have the greatest impact on this decision. Fear
is also the element used to define a refugee. According to the Geneva Convention
of 1951, a refugee is someone who ‘‘owing to well-founded fear of being perse-
cuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or,
owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country’’
(italics used by authors for emphasis) (UNHCR 2010: 16).

As Nyers (2006) pointed out, this definition divides a refugee into a rational
being who exercises the human capacity of reasoning—which is implicit in the
phrase ‘‘owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted’’—and an emotional being
who flees in response to the sensation of fear. Nyers argues that from the per-
spective of what is contained in the Convention, the construction of a refugee as a
fearful being constitutes the essence of what defines a refugee as such. In other
words, on the basis of a ‘subjective’ emotion like fear, an attempt is made to
construct a universal and ‘objective’ definition of refugeeness. In the case of forced
displacement, the same rationality is used to place priority on recognizing
‘objective’ situations that lead to displacement. Colombian legislation, for
example, defines displaced persons as ‘‘those who have been forced to migrate
within national territory, abandoning their locality of residence or usual economic
activities, since their lives, physical integrity, security or individual liberties have
been violated, or are directly threatened’’ (Law 387/97). The country’s Constitu-
tional Court, however, has maintained that displacement is not only the result of de
facto situations, but is especially the result of fear and terror, and thus the latter
become, in fact, significant reasons for seeking institutional protection (Sentence
Su1150).
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When reference is made to forced migration, the element of restriction is
emphasized, specifically the way in which these forms of human mobility respond
to external pressure and take place under coercion—since those who suffer a threat
or attack on their lives and belongings are fearful of and are escaping a generalized
atmosphere of terror. These individuals face a reduced field of options and cannot
freely make decisions regarding whether or not they will remain in their usual
place of residence, and maintain their usual means of livelihood, and decisions
regarding their response to threats or danger, and the way in which displacement
and migration are organized (Penz 2006). When forced displacement takes place in
the context of an armed conflict, individuals are coerced by agents or institutions
that use violence in the form of threats, attacks, symbolic violence, bodily harm,
and the destruction of the environment or means of livelihood, and such coercion
leads directly or indirectly to the displacement of individuals or communities
(Penz 2006).

The act of being displaced under coercion involves, therefore, a series of
material and economic losses, accompanied by breakdowns in the community’s
social fabric, means of livelihood and cultural and symbolic repertoires. Conse-
quently, the experiences of displaced persons and refugees tend to be framed by
involuntary processes in which they are uprooted from the referents of place,
mobility and belonging that articulate their everyday worlds. This takes place even
for those whose personal and family histories have been marked by processes of
migration mobility, border colonization and mobile livelihood practices (Stepputat
and Sørensen 2001). In the migration process, the uprooting of individuals is
caused by and takes place in very different contexts and for very different people,
but in the specific context of migration under coercion, uprooting and displace-
ment to other social environments is a feeling that structures the experience
(Colson 2003). This is especially true when forced displacement involves a process
of exile—a loss or interruption in the relationship with or possession of the land in
which roots and a sense of place have been established (Restrepo 2008).

The field research we conducted allowed us to develop a characterization of fear
as an expelling factor and as a mediating element in the relationship between
displaced persons/refugees and receiving societies. It also allowed us to identify
the modes in which migration under violent coercion by an external actor brings a
singularity to the experience, to the routes taken and resources to which individ-
uals have access during the migration process and in the settlement and incor-
poration processes. The histories and narratives shared by displaced persons and
refugees in the three countries indicate that fear does not disappear when they flee
to another city or another country and/or when they are granted protection within a
humanitarian system. This continuation of fear means that not only the traumatic
events and experiences of terror are embodied, as corporal, narrative memories,
but also the difficulties in accessing humanitarian protection systems, the fragility
of the mechanisms created for their settlement and integration, and the precarious
responses they find in the places where they arrive. A comparative perspective of
the experiences of each group of displaced persons and refugees in each locality,
however, allows us to describe and further explore this generalization, and to
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sketch out some of the variations in line with factors such as the type of borders
they crossed, their legal status, the routes taken, whether or not there is conflict in
the places where they arrive, and the attitudes and perceptions of the receiving
society in relation to displaced persons and refugees. We will now look at this
more closely.

In the case of internal displacement in the Urabá Antioquia and Eastern An-
tioquia regions of Colombia, what we documented was predominantly intra-
regional displacement. This is a form of displacement in which persons were
displaced from rural areas and villages to a larger municipality within the same
region (Urabá Antioquia or Eastern Antioquia), or to Medellin, the department
capital. In their interactions with members of paramilitary groups, guerrillas or
government armed forces, the inhabitants of these regions have felt the effects of
the regime of terror that has become embedded in their daily lives, as they have
witnessed and become victims of innumerable forms of violence. In this context,
fear is constantly brought to the present moment through rumors, threats, mas-
sacres, rapes and torture, and through orders to evacuate or the prohibition to
circulate—actions taken by armed actors that intensify the climate of mistrust
characterizing everyday life in an armed conflict zone.

The decision to take a shorter route (to the main municipality of the region) or a
longer route (to Medellin) during displacement is associated with factors such as
the presence of networks of relatives or persons from the same region in the place
of arrival, perceptions of the security conditions in such places and opportunities
for obtaining a basic economic means of survival. The final decision of whether or
not to leave one’s place of origin is based on an assessment of this balance of
forces, resources and networks, and the mediation of fear as an emotional response
to flee from danger. An additional factor characterizing mobility within the same
country or region is that although short distances are covered in this type of
displacement (from villages), the routes can be longer (in terms of time required)
due to the many territorial borders to be crossed and restrictions on movements by
the civilian population established by armed actors. Also, reaching a municipality
or city does not guarantee protection since the armed conflict is also present in
those places, generally with less intensity, but clearly there, and consequently new
displacements are common, occasionally back to places of origin, or beginning a
longer route to the capital city.

The continuity of fear hinders both the reconstruction of their lives as well as
their local integration through conditioning individual and collective behaviour,
the possibility or lack thereof of staying in the place of arrival and especially the
decision of whether or not to return to the places from which they were expelled.
In the case of intra-regional displacement we found differences in whether dis-
placed persons felt protected according to: the attitudes towards internally dis-
placed persons in the receiving society; the way in which local governments and
government officials operate, and the presence of IDP’s organizations. In the case
of Eastern Antioquia, for example, efforts by the local population and some
authorities to establish a basic system for supporting and expressing solidarity with
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displaced persons give the latter a stronger sense of protection as they confront the
threats that provoked their exodus.

When we contrasted these experiences with those characterizing persons dis-
placed within the city of Medellin—in the case of intra-urban displacement—we
found that although the route taken was even shorter, fear persisted in tangible,
identifiable manners that were associated, first of all, with the presence of armed
groups in both sending and arriving places, but also with the lack of recognition for
their situation as displaced persons by authorities and government officials. These
factors further intensified the sensation of vulnerability and a lack of protection. In
workshops, interviews and fieldwork with persons displaced within the city of
Medellin, we learned that a significant number of these persons had previously
experienced other intra-regional and intra-urban displacements. Here, one of the
factors characterizing the phenomenology of fear was that not only were fears
experienced and had their own history, but they were also reflected upon and
analyzed, in terms of the ways they were used. For example, a group of men who
participated in a memory workshop for persons experiencing intra-urban dis-
placement noted that, as a result of their displacements and forced coexistence
with conflict, they have accumulated lessons and skills in managing fear. To learn
from and understand fear is vital in order to interact with armed groups and for
one’s neutrality to be acknowledged, as well as to know how to act toward these
groups and maintain a less disadvantageous relationship with them, and even to
avoid new re-displacements (Sánchez 2007). And thus, responses to fear and the
mediation of factors such as previous displacement experiences became important
in our work, in explaining variations in experience.

An analysis of local experiences, at both group and individual levels, allowed
us to identify the continuities and variations in these experiences, to then outline
some typologies that, as explained by Brettell (2000), constitute a way of theo-
rizing similarities and differences, variations and contrasts, on the basis of which
the phenomenon of the forced migration of Colombians in these localities can be
characterized. From this perspective, the routes taken and borders crossed became
increasingly important in the comparative analytical process, as primary factors in
the construction of typologies that describe the relationships between sending and
receiving contexts, the ways in which migration is organized, and the impact of the
migration journey and local contexts on different groups of forced migrants. The
route taken is structured as an analytical category that, as expressed by Díaz
(2008), allows us to describe not only the paths, places and experiences of people
in movement, but also the reconstruction of their identities, the marks they leave
behind, the abandoned homes, accumulated knowledge, transformations of indi-
viduals, and narratives of the journey taken and their experiences of the past,
present and future (Zierler 1992).

For Colombians who were displaced to Ecuador in their search for protection
and shelter, for example, the binational border they must cross is a territorial
border, but it is also a threshold between protection and risk, between safety and
fear. Arriving at the border with Ecuador signified, in many cases, having managed
to cross other borders within national territory, specifically those imposed by the

90 P. Riaño-Alcalá and M. I. Villa-Martínez



different armed groups in order to control the circulation of the civilian population.
As a result of this situation, crossing the border with Ecuador has a double
meaning: on the one hand, displaced persons can feel safe from the threats
experienced in Colombia, but on the other hand, they feel uncertainty and fear for
what awaits them. We found in our field research that the Colombians who cross
the border into Ecuador were generally unaware of the option of seeking refuge as
a protection system. Those who were aware of this option avoided declaring at the
border that they were fleeing from violence and needed protection, because they
feared this acknowledgement could result in being denied entrance into Ecuador or
being deported. In addition, we found that increased distance from the border did
not necessarily make them feel safer or more protected.

In Quito—which of the three municipalities studied in Ecuador is the one
located farthest from the border—fear was experienced within a more intense
emotional system, since the increased presence of Colombians in the capital city
has led to serious rumors of armed actors in the city, and in fact, some direct acts
of aggression and threats have been documented. These fears became even more
intense when combined with fear of the local police, and fear of discrimination and
rejection by institutions. Colombians, especially those whose refugee claim was
denied, but most of whom continue to live in Ecuador, expressed clearly and
repeatedly their fear arising from police actions, especially the persecution aimed
at confiscating the products they sell on the street, as well as their arbitrary
detention or even deportation. This situation was even worse for women who
frequently experienced sexual harassment. Added to this was a change in the
attitudes of local residents toward Colombians who were viewed as direct threats,
both in the labor arena and as a source of violence and criminality.

We found a significant contrast in San Lorenzo, a locality less than 20 km from
the border that has received three massive displacements of Colombians from the
Putumayo region (in southern Colombia). Colombians in that location expressed a
greater sense of protection and security, and this was related to three factors. First
was the welcoming attitude expressed toward Colombians by local residents and
authorities, which can be explained to a significant degree by a history of con-
tinuous bonds based on cultural, commercial and migration exchanges between the
two sides of the border. Secondly, as a border town, San Lorenzo also operates
with a more ambiguous system in response to non-legalized trade, as well as arms
and drug trafficking. Consequently, less persecution and fewer institutional barriers
stand in the way of the most common activities for economic survival among
refugees, specifically selling on the streets and informal trade. San Lorenzo had
thus become a kind of ‘informal’ refuge for individuals whose requests for asylum
have been denied. It was also the location of an organization of Colombians led by
persons who identify themselves as ‘denied’ and who advocated for recognition of
individuals in a refugee situation in Ecuador as persons deserving of rights and
protection (independently of the State’s formal recognition of refugees). They also
advocated for the regularization of undocumented migrants, against deportation
and in favor of political recognition of those who have been denied status as
refugees and as Colombians (Nyers 2010).
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This comparative analysis on different localities in Ecuador suggests that the
legal status and attitudes of the receiving society shape and influence the varia-
tions in experiences of fear and forced migration. In this case legal status refers not
only to legal and institutional processes and categories through which States
recognize individuals with a need for protection, but also the practices and strat-
egies through which the population struggles for this recognition, uses these cat-
egories, and identifies with or distances itself from such categories—in short, the
way in which these categories are redefined on the basis of experience. The case of
those who were denied refugee status illustrates how these modes of construction
of ‘legal status’ and the organizational practices, and the resources used by indi-
viduals enter into play, to impact individuals’ positioning and identification modes.

Our study of refugees’ experiences in three localities in Canada concluded that
the persistence of fear originating in painful events experienced in Colombia was
transformed during the process of forced migration into fear that lives in one’s
body—that is not so tangible anymore but has remained in one’s memory. This
fear generates vulnerability in facing the challenges that refugees are forced to
confront, specifically to assimilate the set of uncertainties arising from the arrival
in a country that is culturally and linguistically different from their own. While fear
accompanies migrants’ journeys and their experiences of settlement independently
of their status or category, there is an experience of embodied fear that is par-
ticularly intense for displaced persons and refugees, and especially for those who
have been victims of violent actions (survivors of attacks, kidnappings, torture or
rape, and witnesses of horrific acts). In some cases it could be characterized as an
open wound from past experience, created as a result of a traumatic experience. In
other cases, it could be described as a scar left on one’s memory. It is important to
explain this difference, since it directly affects refugees’ processes of social
incorporation. For some refugees in Vancouver and Sherbrooke who arrived in
Canada directly from Colombia as government-assisted refugees, and who had
suffered limit situations of armed violence, the fear embedded in their bodies was
reactivated, for example, when there were rumors of the arrival of individuals
potentially linked to one actor or another in Colombia’s armed conflict. But fear
was also reactivated by certain sounds or smells, or something they saw or heard,
bringing the memory of the emotions they experienced during the traumatic event
or the event itself to the present. This reactivation takes place in their bodies—as a
sensory place where memories are stored (Creet and Kitzmann 2011). This dif-
ference in the experiences of fear among refugees who were recognized and
assisted by the Canadian government indicates a differential impact or significance
of fear that corresponds to the causes leading to their displacement. In this case,
this difference highlights the impact from what we call the sending context—to
indicate more than merely a place that is left behind, but a set of factors and causes
of the forced migration—on the processes of reconstructing social worlds.

Those who arrive in Canada to seek refuge after having passed through or lived
in the United States, as in the case of Colombians living in London, learned and
confronted other fears during their migration journey. For some, passing through
or living in the United States as undocumented migrants generated constant fear of
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authorities and other figures of power. These feelings, while living with the
uncertainty of a non-regularized situation, together with the fear around living
without a legal identity and of being deported at any moment, became a key factor
in undertaking a new migration journey and confronting new risks. Initiating a new
migration route and seeking refuge in Canada (for those who were living in the
United States) corresponded to a strategy of protection and the search to regularize
their situation—in other words, to obtain a legal status that will allow them to live
without fear of being persecuted by the government due to their undocumented
status. This goal of regularizing their legal status was given priority, even when it
signified a decline in their standard of living (Díaz 2008).

The variation that stands out along the experiences related to the route taken by
this group, which sought refuge at the border, and those who were resettled
directly from Colombia, was the way in which the route taken became a factor that
structured the experience, relationships and the acquisition of knowledge that
allowed them to organize migration in such a way as to seek the most efficient
manner to cross the border and to seek refugee status. Crossing the border sym-
bolizes the threshold of risk and opportunity, and constitutes one of the central
landmarks in the migration process for those who first went to the United States
and then went to Canada. The routes taken by this group, furthermore, were not
direct or unilinear, but rather encompassed many directions and re-locations in
places of transit or residence. Passing through other countries, the intensity of
experiences along the migration route, and their duration (which in some cases can
be as long as ten years) modified the memory of events and violent situations that
made it necessary to leave their own country. This contrasts—particularly in terms
of the experience and memory of fear—with what happens for those whose
migration journey is short, with a direct route, as in the case of refugees assisted by
the government when they are still in Colombia.

In summary, our analysis of the forced migration experiences of displaced
persons and refugees in multiple sites revealed a host of factors that shape and
impact the journey of forced migration. Through analysis and discussion between
our national teams, and during our seminars with the teams from the three
countries, we were able to extrapolate these factors and identify their explanatory
importance. This made it possible to describe variations, establish relationships
according to the context and type of migration, and characterize the particular
dynamics among the groups of displaced persons and refugees.

Therefore, the routes used by displaced persons and refugees became a key
analytical category to describe the variations in the ways in which fear impacts and
shapes the processes of social reconstruction and incorporation. In addition to this
concept of the route taken, we understood that the economic, social and cultural
resources that people have access to during the course of their migration process,
the way in which they use these resources, and how these resources interact with
other factors in the sending and receiving contexts also explained differences in
experience and responses to fear on the part of the individuals who find themselves
in this situation. The notion of the social organization of migration (Rivera and
Lozano in this book) was helpful in identifying and naming this set of factors and
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in understanding the close relationship between sending dynamics and causes,
individual profiles and resources, migration strategies and resources, and between
the routes taken and the relationship with the receiving society. One factor that
became important due to its capacity for explaining variations in experiences was
status, understood as not only a person’s legal situation but also the way in which
individuals who experience displacement and seek refuge position themselves in
relation to the institutional frameworks that may or may not recognize them, and in
the actions they take to achieve such recognition.

4.4 Challenges and Reformulations

The comparative exercise presented a number of challenges to the research team.
One of these challenges was related to modes of understanding the comparative
method and the precise determination of cases for comparison. Our reflections on
the limitations of studies on violence to describe the dynamics of mobility led us to
consider whether a comparative analysis of displacement and refuge could con-
tribute to bringing visibility to the impact of conflict beyond national-territorial
borders, and its significance in the recent Colombian migration phenomenon. A
review of the literature on forced migration indicated the potential of comparative
studies for understanding the relationships between different forms of migration
(for example, labor migration, forced migration, temporary work for migrants), the
ways in which displaced persons/refugees construct their identities and their
interactions with protection, assistance and reintegration policies (Lacroix 2004).

In the literature on this topic, authors such as Griffiths (2002) and Van Hear
(2000, 2002) call attention to the importance of comparing the different forms of
forced migration in order to develop more exhaustive theories on this phenome-
non. However, only a few studies have carried out this exercise. We concluded
from our review of this literature that a comparative approach involves considering
the connections between forms of forced migration, but it also considers what an
analysis of the human, subjective dimension of the experiences of forced migrants
can tell us about the social forces that impact these experiences.

During the study, some of the tensions accompanying our definition of a
qualitative study using a comparative methodology became evident. When we
began the comparative exercise, we viewed displacement and refuge as discreet
units of reference with cases that can be differentiated, whether by geopolitical
borders of nation-states (distinguishing between exoduses that occur within or
outside national territory) or by an international social-legal categorization (whose
primary reference points would be the Convention on Refugees and the Guiding
Principles on Internal Displacement). As we progressed in our studies by localities
and documented the differences and similarities among groups of displaced per-
sons and refugees (intra-group differences), we became aware of the heterogeneity
and fluidity of the relations and processes that are grouped together in each one of
these categories, and we questioned the way in which we were approaching the
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comparative exercise. We questioned the formulation of a comparative study of
two types of forced migration, and we revisited the significance of formulating a
strategy for observation and analysis identified as relational. This formulation
assumed comparison to be a matter of construction, however we saw that using the
contrast between two clearly defined types of forced migration—displacement and
refuge—as a starting point risked obscuring the multiple relationships among the
different forms of forced migration. In particular, it risked missing the various
ways in which individuals position themselves during their migration and settle-
ment journeys and the role of fear as an element that structures these experiences.

In response to these reflections, we reformulated the comparative exercise to
connect it more vigorously to the relational perspective proposed. We changed our
approach from an effort to define the types of forced migration in line with a set of
intrinsic, clearly-defined characteristics, to focusing on understanding these types
of forced migration as social fields of relations. The concept of field (Bourdieu and
Wacquant 1995) describes nodes of relations that are configured in socially and
historically constructed spaces. In other words, it describes the interactions
established between different agents (displaced persons/refugees, armed actors,
government officials), institutions, the set of policies and procedures that regulate
the field, and in line with the differentiated positions of power they occupy
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1995). We began to understand displacement and refuge
as structured social fields, or nodes of relations in which different social agents
interact within hierarchized and differentiated systems of forces. In this sense, the
relational comparative strategy captures the fluidity and complexity of social
worlds of forced migrants and the ways in which they operate. This form of
‘methodological relationism’ prioritizes the observation and analysis of flows of
relations, and avoids dichotomic approaches that tend to focus on the ‘‘ontological
priority of structure or agent, system or actor, the collective or the individual’’
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1995, p. 23).

A field places relations into play and structures them. It becomes a place of
conflict, competition and action for maintaining or changing the order of these
relations that interact under specific forces (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1995). In our
research this field resulted from the inter-relations between sending contexts
(dynamics of conflict, migration history, social networks, institutional presence);
the migration journeys (social organization of migration, social and institutional
resources used, social networks) and receiving contexts (individual and collective
practices and responses of displaced persons/refugees, of local societies and
institutions, and the sphere of public policies).

The experiences of fear and the responses by displaced persons and refugees
and by government officials within the forced migration system and by the
members of receiving societies were all shaped through this interplay of forces and
relations, and depend on their position in this node of relations as well as in the
forced migration system in general. As noted earlier, they also depend on one’s set
of personal resources, socio-demographic profile, history and social capital.
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4.4.1 Ethics and Politics in Research Work

The topic of forced migration also presented methodological challenges associated
with the post-structural epistemological framework of our research. From this
perspective, we sought to construct knowledge that contributed to academic and
political debates on this topic, that brought visibility to the humanitarian crisis and
that impacted public policies on displacement and refuge. With this focus, ethics
and epistemology came together in our research work (Lather 1991) as we also
questioned how to construct knowledge on a highly sensitive topic. This was
because the armed conflict continued; violence and trauma marked the experiences
of participants, and the polarization in the three countries about displacement and
refuge issues. We decided for this reason that a central element of the research was
the analysis and interpretation of results in dialogue with research participants.

When we designed our methodological strategy, we recognized that the vio-
lence and fear that lead to forced migration, and the precariousness of the situation
for individuals placed potential research participants in a vulnerable situation. We
asked ourselves how we could study the effects of violence and forced displace-
ment without dehumanizing and exploiting research participants. More specifi-
cally, we confronted questions regarding ways to build basic trust between
researchers and participants amidst a generalized climate of fear and when the
armed conflict was ongoing. This tension was present throughout the entire
research process. Participation by Corporación Región, a social research and
human rights non-governmental organization in Colombia, was crucial in identi-
fying this tension, and in designing a methodological route that responded to these
challenges in an ethical, responsible manner. From the beginning, we established
consultation mechanisms with local organizations (non-governmental groups,
displaced persons and refugees groups, and other groups involved in these issues)
regarding the potential contribution and uses of our research, and regarding ways
to invite and involve displaced persons and refugees.9 The recognition of this
tension was built upon the understanding that the type of relationship established
with participants and the type of expectations emerging would influence what we
learned and what we acknowledged as data and evidence. This also meant that as
researchers, we had to sometimes ‘position ourselves’ in relation to the data. In
other words, because highly sensitive information was involved, we had to make
decisions regarding whether to use some of the information we gathered, how to
approach the silences and disagreements that emerged among research

9 In Canada, for example, agreements and cooperative arrangements were established with local
organizations that provide services to refugees, such as MOSAIC in Vancouver, Cross Cultural
Learner Centre in London, with the ColombiEstrie refugee organization in Sherbrooke, and with
the Canadian Council for Refugees (CCR). In Ecuador we worked in collaboration with the
Asociación Colombo Ecuatoriana, and in Colombia with the Human Rights team from
Corporación Región in Medellín, with Opción Legal in Urabá, and with municipal Ombudsman’s
offices in Marinilla and Rionegro in the eastern part of the country.
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participants, and the implications of risk or manipulation arising from the publi-
cation of certain stories or data.

In the recruitment process we sought to provide participants with information
on the topic and purpose of our research and its potential impacts, and to assist
individuals in making informed decisions regarding their participation. We also
sought to facilitate understanding of their rights as research participants and the
limitations of research in contributing to an agenda for change and long-term
solutions. Basic agreements were negotiated with participants in the workshops
and discussion groups to regulate interventions (including for facilitators and
researchers), to foster an atmosphere of minimal trust in which stories and
viewpoints could be shared, and as a point of reference for responding to conflicts
or aggression.

Also, an important methodological and ethical strategy was the sharing of
preliminary results with the participants and with governmental and non-govern-
mental organizations working in this area. An important result of this strategy was
that displaced persons and refugees drew differences and commonalities between
their experiences and those of other research participants in other research sites. It
was precisely when we shared research results from other countries that partici-
pants pointed to the similarity in experiences (‘it’s the same thing we’ve experi-
enced’), or their differences (‘they have it worse’ or ‘we’re better of’). This
information sharing also made it possible to present some of the preliminary
findings to policy makers and service providers. And lastly, this information-
sharing strategy facilitated maintaining a margin of reasonable doubt as to the
pertinence and the academic and social usefulness of our analysis.

In conclusion, the alliances and coordination with community organizations and
groups of displaced persons/refugees, the consultation mechanisms, the presen-
tation of prior information on the research, and the negotiation of basic agreements
with participants for research interaction and as a group contributed to the creation
of an atmosphere of basic trust between researchers and participants. In all three
countries this trust was progressively built through community consultations,
through the field work carried out, when transcriptions were presented for verifi-
cation, in the sessions organized in the nine localities for presenting and verifying
initial research results, and in the final public forums on public policy issues
organized in the three countries.

This article has described the primary reflections, questions and processes
followed in our research on the forced migration of Colombians in Ecuador,
Colombia and Canada. In the dialogue between research findings and the review of
existing literature, new questions emerged and informed the ongoing dialogue
between theory and data and particularly between participants and researchers.
The perspective from which we approached reflections on the methodological
validity and the analytical potential of our focus was based on its contribution to
the fields of studies on armed conflicts and violence as well as migration studies.
The fact that close to five million Colombians have been forced to abandon their
homes, their lands and belongings, their plans for the future, has an impact on
world order and mobility. It confirms the need for humanitarian systems designed
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to protect the population and assure that phenomena of this type do not continue to
occur. But in order for these impacts to be acknowledged, we must construct new
categories and approaches that capture this relationship and help us learn new
ways of looking at and comparing the diverse modalities of human mobility.
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Project Presentation and Community Consultation in Apartado, Antioquia, Colombia, 2005.
Source Photos by Pilar Riaño Alcalá and Marta I. Villa Martínez who granted permission
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Chapter 5
Transnational Migration
and the Reformulation of Analytical
Categories: Unpacking Latin American
Refugee Dynamics in Toronto

Luin Goldring and Patricia Landolt

Abstract This chapter contributes to comparative research on migration and
incorporation. It offers a reconceptualization of analytical categories of research in
Toronto into migrants from four Latin American countries whose migration is
characterized as forced. The authors’ initial research challenged assumptions about
particular populations, similar contexts of departure, discreteness of contexts of
arrival and the primacy of nationality. During fieldwork and subsequent analysis,
the analytical categories were reformulated ‘on the go’. The chapter documents the
reformulation of refugeeship, unpacks the contexts of departure and reception, and
identifies the socio-temporal interrelationships of arrival contexts. Drawing on
dynamic approaches to culture, the centrality of national differences was reframed
and activist dialogues were formulated as a category for interpreting variable
patterns of incorporation and transnational engagements. The chapter contributes
to comparative migration studies by offering a strategy for addressing some of the
challenges of methodological nationalism, while also considering the specificity of
history and culture.
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Comparative research offers the promise of enriching transnational migration
studies.1 Typical research designs build on the comparison of two or more groups
in a given destination or one or more groups in more than one place of settlement
and expand this to include their transnational social fields. Comparative research
highlights the role of contexts of departure and destination in shaping distinct
modes of incorporation and variation in the types, scope and sustainability of
transnational engagements (Ostergaard-Nielsen 2001; Portes and Boröcz 1989;
Portes et al. 2007). North American–based comparative research has theorized
processes of immigrant integration, segmented assimilation and transnational
engagements as multipath processes with potentially distinct group-level trajec-
tories (Guarnizo et al. 2003; Itzigsohn and Saucedo 2002; Portes et al. 2005;
Cheran 2007) and/or location-specific experiences (Landolt 2007). Recognizing
the significance of these contributions does not preclude questioning the meth-
odological limitations of the experimental paradigm on which much of this
research is based or critiquing the application of methodological nationalism to
immigrant experiences of incorporation and transnationalism (Wimmer and Glick
Schiller 2003). In fact, we challenge researchers to not take for granted the role of
nation-states as containers and fundamental organizers of social life, to interrogate
the practice of using given populations, such as national or ethnic, as well as other
categories associated with different ‘groups’ or study populations, and not take the
constitution of contexts of departure and destination as self-evident.

Immigration scholarship has largely been anchored in a positivist epistemology,
guided by a Cartesian concept of time–space and centered on experimental or
quasi-experimental research methods (Bloemraad 2007; Smelser 2003), whether
using quantitative, institutional, qualitative or mixed approaches to research design
and data collection (Koopmans et al. 2001; Ostergaard-Nielsen 2001).2 The bulk
of migration research seeks to explain social processes over time. Linear, forward
change over time is privileged (linear time leading to eventual integration,
assimilation), and geographic spaces (for example, the home country, host society,
immigrant neighborhood) are defined as discrete points on a two-dimensional
social landscape (Harvey 1989; Kivisto 2003).

1 This chapter is an updated version of a chapter published in a volume edited by Anna Amelina,
Devrimsel Nergiz, Thomas Faist and Nina Glick Schiller (Goldring and Landolt 2012a). The
original version of the chapter was published in Spanish in a collection edited by Liliana Rivera-
Sánchez and Fernando Lozano-Ascencio (2009a). The two groups of editors and participants in
the workshops leading to the original publication offered valuable comments. We are particularly
grateful to Liliana Rivera-Sánchez, Marie Laure Cubés, Ninna Nyberg-Sørensen, Luis Guarnizo
and Anna Amelina for their comments. We also acknowledge permission granted to reprint the
updated version.
2 This holds in spite of a vibrant body of scholarship offering other qualitative and interpretive
frameworks, including various feminist and post-colonial or de-colonizing epistemologies and
methodologies, and community-based research strategies (Guba and Lincoln 2005; Carroll 2004;
Wilson et al. 2011). The reasons for this disjuncture are beyond the scope of this chapter, but may
be related to the contested quality of immigration politics, and the role of research in policy
debates.
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In comparative migration research, similar assumptions are reflected in how
places and the people who inhabit them are conceptualized. Contexts of departure
and reception are operationalized as geographic locations (home and host coun-
tries) and treated as independent analytical units within which the relevant con-
tingencies remain the same over time and space (Portes and Rumbaut 1996). The
analytical category of contexts is used to construct de facto units with which to
compare two or more social groups from specified contexts of departure in a single
context of reception, or one or more groups across multiple locations or contexts.
The definition of groups is thus critical. Seen as containers of social life, national
boundaries and nation-states are used to organize processes and define analytical
categories in ways that are taken for granted. Data collection practices, such as a
national census or the classification of immigrants and racialized minorities based
on nationality, ethnicity, ‘race’ or culturalized region (for example, Latin Amer-
ican or South Asian) illustrate these processes (Cf. Hirschman 1987; Goldring and
Landolt 2012b). The hegemony of state classification schemes can extend beyond
large-scale data collection to shape how analysts and the public conceptualize
‘groups’. In sum, the analysis of people and places begins with preconceived
analytical categories whose composition and boundaries are taken to be self-
evident rather than open to investigation (Ragin 2006).

Pan-ethnic latino consumption: ‘‘Latin American’’ foods in Kensington Market, Toronto, Canada.
Source Photo by Luin Goldring who also granted permission

5 Transnational Migration and the Reformulation of Analytical Categories 105



Contemporary scholars of transnationalism and globalization focus on pro-
cesses occurring in redrawn spaces and on multiple scales. They make explicit the
assumptions about time–space and categories of analysis that are normalized in
most immigration scholarship. Wimmer and Glick Schiller (2003) advanced the
concept of methodological nationalism to critique how the social sciences work
with container models of society; analytically, the bounded nation-state (or village,
neighborhood and so on) approach to the social severs webs of social life that
occur across borders or containers. Living lives across borders suggests a simul-
taneity of engagement with here and there that breaks assumptions of linear
assimilation associated with mainstream theories of immigrant incorporation
(Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004). Transnational social fields and related analytical
categories—networks, practices and identities that span nation-state borders—are
the conceptual starting point for studying social relations, formations and pro-
cesses that are constituted without propinquity and not necessarily bound by place
or national containers (Glick Schiller et al. 2006; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Pries
2008). While scholars of transnational engagements have alerted us to the pitfalls
of national container models of social life, practical and theoretically informed
‘solutions’, particularly for comparative transnational migration studies, are being
debated (Glick Schiller 2010; Pries 2008; Faist et al. 2013; Rivera-Sánchez
Lozano 2009a). Glick Schiller and colleagues call on us to recognize non-national
bases for collective action in locally situated spaces as well as transnational social
fields, while paying attention to global hierarchies of power. Pries (2008) offers a
model for specifying units of analysis in transnational studies. Both offer valuable
pointers for addressing methodological nationalism from different epistemological
orientations. Accordingly, we interrogate the constitution of analytical categories
and add that this can be extended beyond those based on nationality and ethnicity.

The tensions between national and transnational ways of framing scholarship
noted in this chapter emerged in our work as part of a larger collaborative and
comparative project, Social Cohesion and International Migration in a Globalizing
Era: Transnational Solidarities and Newcomer’s Incorporation in Canada.3

We designed a Latin American Research Group to examine transnational practices
among four Latin American groups and their relationship to trajectories of
incorporation. Given the dearth of research on Latin Americans in Canada at the
time, we wanted to map out general patterns, paying particular attention to the
relationship between Latin American organizations and Canadian civil society
organizations, and to the relationship between incorporation and transnational
engagements. Our interest in gathering data on immigrant organizations rested on
the assumption that identities rooted in nationality would shape collective

3 Michael Lanphier (York University) was the principal investigator of the Social Cohesion
project, funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (2003–2006).
The project gathered 12 scholars from various disciplines to study 12 ethno-national groups in
Canada (online at www.yorku.ca/cohesion). We formed the Latin American Research Group
(LARG) together with Judith Bernhard to study four Latin American groups in Toronto. For more
on LARG, see online at: www.yorku.ca/cohesion/LARG/html/largindex2.htm.
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organizing and institution building in Toronto and in transnational social fields,
including the countries of origin. A key objective was to compare patterns across
the selected groups: Chileans, Salvadorans, Guatemalans and Colombians.

Our original formulation did not question mainstream methodological
assumptions about how to construct the social and geographic spaces of contexts
of departure and reception, or about place and time and their interrelationships.
Guided by the tenets of comparative experimental methods, we planned to com-
pare groups with ostensibly similar contexts of departure marked by forced
movement in one settlement location, Toronto. Nationality organized our defini-
tion of groups. While their context of departure was considered similar, we dis-
tinguished three contexts of reception: Toronto in the 1970s when Chileans
arrived, the 1980s when Central Americans appeared, and the 1990s and early
2000s when Colombians began showing up. Variation in patterns of incorporation
would be attributable to the different contexts of reception encountered by broadly
similar groups at different times, with Canadian civil society groups understood as
an important social aspect of the context of reception. Explaining variable trans-
national engagements was left open because of the exploratory quality of the
research, but we hypothesized they would relate to factors such as time in Canada,
home country policies and patterns of incorporation in Canada, including inter-
action with Canadian organizations. We expected group-level variations without
fully considering the implications of this assumption.

During the course of the research, we found it necessary to reformulate our
analytical categories by unpacking contexts, interrogating given populations and
related categories, and drawing on the sociology of culture. Our reformulations
draw on comparative historical sociology, particularly McMichael’s incorporated
comparison approach, which ‘‘views all objects of inquiry as historical and his-
torically connected’’ (McMichael 2000, p. 672). From this perspective, cases
cannot be abstracted from their time–space location, and ‘‘[c]omparison is
incorporated into the very process of defining the object of analysis’’ (2000,
p. 672). McMichael developed this approach in the context of world systems
theory, but it is relevant to other comparative projects, including studies of
transnational migration (Comstock 2012). It has implications for our work,
including our acknowledgment of the temporal and social interdependence of
contexts of arrival—more specifically, how earlier migrants shape the contexts of
reception for subsequent arrivals.

We reformulated conceptual categories and analytical strategies in response to
three limitations we discovered in quasi-experimental comparative approaches.
The first involved treating the four countries of origin as a single type of context of
departure marked by forced migration, which together with Canadian policy,
produced the category of refugee. This homogenizing framework erased relevant
differences and contributed to methodological nationalism by making nationality a
key marker of difference among migrants who shared a forced migration context of
departure.

A second limitation was the use of cases and linear forward-directed notions of
temporality to define contexts of reception. Typically, independent social and
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geographic categories are naturalized as discrete and thus rendered comparable.
Comparative migration studies generally hold time constant by conducting syn-
chronic studies (for example, Koopmans and Statham 2003; Ostergaard-Nielsen
2001). If time is considered, it is usually in terms of individuals’ length of time in
the country, or a group’s peak period of arrival. Different periods of arrival become
translated into potential differences in the context of reception. Alternatively, dif-
ferent cases are compared at various times, but time is not explicitly theorized
(Itzigsohn 2000). Yet we discovered that a single context of reception is continually
modified by earlier arrivals as they become part of and modify the local landscape
for subsequent arrivals; thus, contexts as containers are generally not independent.
In addition, there is often slippage between contexts as conceptual categories and
units of analysis, with contexts taken as de facto comparable containers of units of
analysis. Finally, local contexts are globally embedded and transnationally con-
nected with consequent implications for understanding pathways of incorporation.

Third, using Chilean, Salvadoran, Guatemalan, or Colombian organizations as
units of analysis assumed both the primacy of nationality and the ongoing
importance of nationality over time. Our reformulation shifts from using ‘‘given
populations’’ to considering how changing times transform elements of collective
identities. This historically situated approach to populations and contexts of
departure and reception draws on an understanding of political culture (and culture
more generally) as a shared but not necessarily uniformly distributed tool-kit or
repertoire of meanings and practices (Grimson 2011; Swidler 1986).

The next section situates the research and outlines our initial questions, data
collection methods and analytical strategies. The third section identifies methodo-
logical problems and the subsequent adjustment of our research strategy and anal-
ysis. The closing section discusses implications of our conceptual reformulations.

5.1 Situating the Project

This section introduces the original research question of our project as well as the
research context and methods, as well as the project’s original ways to define
populations.

5.1.1 Research Questions and Context

Our research questions4 concerning Latin American incorporation and transna-
tional engagements were formulated in a specific context of knowledge produc-
tion. At the start of the 2000s, Canada celebrated ethnic and cultural diversity but

4 For information on the research questions and methods see Goldring and Landolt (2009) and
Landolt and Goldring (various).

108 L. Goldring and P. Landolt



lacked breadth in immigration research. There was a dearth of studies comparing
immigrant incorporation across groups, limited research on Latin Americans5 and
minimal scholarship on migrant transnationalism.6 There was little research on
forced migrants’ transnational engagements; at the same time, work on refugee
transnationalism (Al-Ali et al. 2001) was just emerging in Europe. With a few
exceptions (Hamilton and Stolz Chinchilla 2001; Manz 1988; Menjívar 2000;
Zolberg et al. 1989), US-based immigration research failed to theorize the spec-
ificity of Latin Americans as refugees, and the topic was absent from the literature
on migrant transnationalism.

5.1.2 Data Collection, Methods, and Comparability

In keeping with the larger project, our work was to be qualitative and institutional.
To generate data comparable with those of other project researchers, we planned to
do the following:

(1) Collect primary data through focus groups and interviews with key members
of selected Latin American and Canadian organizations.

(2) Compile available secondary quantitative data (for example, government
sources).

(3) Review existing literature.

5.1.3 Defining Study Populations

Our mandate was to select Latin American refugee groups. As noted, we chose
Chileans, Salvadorans, Guatemalans and Colombians to capture variation in the
temporal context of arrival (1970, 1980, late 1990 and 2000s). We unreflectively
defined our populations as given in two ways, assuming that each population of
‘forced migrants’ constituted a refugee-like movement and using national origin to
define groups. The latter assumes the centrality of country of origin–based

5 Unlike the US, where Latin Americans dominate the foreign-born population and research on
immigration, in Canada, Latin Americans are less significant on both counts. When we began,
research consisted largely of case studies and work on refugee adaptation and related issues
(Basok 1986; Diaz 1999; Kendall 1992; Kowalchuk 1999a, b; Kulig 1998; Simmons 1993).
Research on their economic incorporation was limited, partly because of limitations in data
construction, disaggregation and access (Barragan 2001; Garay 2000; Mata 1985); work on their
political incorporation was nonexistent. Researchers have since begun to address these gaps. On
the political participation of Latin Americans, see Schugurensky and Giginiewicz (2006),
Goldring et al. (2006), Veronis (2007) and Landolt and Goldring (2009, 2010).
6 Exceptions include Kobayashi (2002) and Hiebert and Ley (2003). Collections edited by
Satzewich and Wong (2006) and Goldring and Krishnamurti (2007) indicate the increasing
research on migrant transnationalism in Canada.
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identities and forms of organization and turns nationality into an analytical cate-
gory informing the composition of the units to be compared.

5.1.4 Composing Categories for Comparison

We initially conceptualized our units of analysis as Latin American country of
origin–based organizations and related Canadian civil society organizations. Latin
American migrant organizations and their activities were proxies for other ana-
lytical categories of comparison:

(1) Nationality-based patterns of organizing around transnational and settlement
agendas (for example, Chilean versus Colombian organizing around homeland
and Canadian-based agendas).

(2) Contexts of departure (for example, Chile under Pinochet or Colombia in the
1990s).

(3) Contexts of reception (for example, Toronto in the 1970 and 1990s).

Similarly, Canadian civil society organizations were conceptualized as part of
the context of reception and as units of analysis. We posed questions to individual
migrant and non-migrant ‘activists’ about the organizations in which they par-
ticipated. We sought to map out patterns at the national group level rather than at
the individual level because of the larger project’s design.

We set out to conduct group interviews with Chileans, Salvadorans, Guate-
malans and Colombians active in organizations framed around country of origin
identifications. We assumed we would collect information on sports and cultural
associations as well as locality or hometown and other types of organizations. As
our previous research7 had alerted us to the importance of both pan-ethnic
umbrella groups (Latin American organizations) and gender (San Martin 1998),
we planned to conduct group interviews with activists from the four national origin
groups, women’s groups and umbrella organizations. We soon recognized that
these did not capture a broad enough spectrum, so we expanded the range of
organizations.

The research topic was the relationship between Canadian civil society orga-
nizations and immigrant groups. The operationalization of the groups was left
open but began with faith-based groups. In Canada, as in the US, religious con-
gregations have a history of active participation in refugee resettlement and
advocacy (Anderson 2003; Bibler Coutin 1993; Chute 2002). We conducted group
interviews with faith-based, solidarity and refugee rights organizations.

7 Goldring conducted exploratory research on the civic engagement of Latin Americans in
Toronto with support from CERIS (CELAT project); Landolt studied Salvadorans in Los Angeles
and Toronto.
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5.1.5 Focus Groups

Between October 2004 and June 2005, we conducted 18 group interviews with just
over 100 Latin American and Canadian participants. While we asked participants
for basic sociodemographic information about themselves, our focus was on them
as participants in the collective life of their communities and organizations. As part
of a ‘mapping’ exercise, we asked them to name organizations they had partici-
pated in or knew about; to provide information on the organizations’ longevity,
temporality, agendas, membership, organizational structure, interlocutors, and
geographic and institutional orientation; and to address key internal debates and
reasons for organizational change.

To summarize, we began with given populations and units of analysis rooted in
the country of origin and refugeeness, or, for Canadians, in a particular political
position and area of practice in civil society. As shown below, we re-conceptu-
alized our analytical categories based on what we learned in the early part of the
research. We reformulated our approach to contexts of departure and destination,
with implications for addressing the practical challenges of methodological
nationalism.

5.2 Reformulating Categories on the Go

This section presents three moments when we reformulated conceptual categories
and analytical themes. It highlights the need to work through challenges rooted in
methodological nationalism and illustrates solutions developed on the go.

5.2.1 Unpacking Contexts of Departure: Refugeeship,
Violence, and Politics

We initially framed the project as a study of four Latin American refugee groups,
based on an assumption that their contexts of departure were similar and also
distinct from others with less violence and forced movement. The term refugee is a
state and supranational designation fraught with political, international relations,
legal and budgetary considerations that does not necessarily respond to humani-
tarian crises (Hein 1993; Malkki 1995). Nonetheless, seeing commonality among
the four groups made sense. People leaving Chile in the 1970s, El Salvador and
Guatemala in the 1980s, and Colombia in the late 1990s and early part of this
century were generally not ‘economic’ migrants but people fleeing polarized
conflict and danger.

State policies in the national context of reception are also recognized as a
crucial element shaping incorporation and transnational engagements (Hein 1993;
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Koopmans et al. 2001; Ostergaard-Nielsen 2001; Portes and Boröcz 1989).
Applying the term refugee to the selected groups seemed straightforward in formal
terms, not only because of their contexts of departure, but also because the
Canadian state has admitted Chileans, Salvadorans, Guatemalans and Colombians
as refugees. While there are differences in how it has admitted people from the
four countries, Canada has provided a relatively welcoming context of reception
and refugee status. Thus, applying the refugee category to Chileans, Salvadorans,
Guatemalans and Colombians should have been unproblematic.

5.2.2 Inhabiting the Refugee Category: Violence
and Migration Narratives

Being a refugee does not have a constant meaning across groups or over time.
There is variation in the experience of refugeeness and people’s willingness to
inhabit the category, regardless of formal or state-designated status. If one views
community organizations as an expression of collective identities, Chilean, Sal-
vadoran and Guatemalan groups have identified themselves more closely with
categories of exile and refugee than Colombians. For the former, these categories
convey the initial impossibility of return and the hope of returning in the long term
when conflict is resolved. They are tied to a narrative that represents their
departure from Chile, El Salvador or Guatemala in terms of their position in the
political conflict. In contrast, for Colombians, the refugee category is ambivalent.
It has negative connotations related to political affiliation or class, leading to an
avoidance of the term or a reconstruction of refugee status as an ‘accident’ of
conjunctural events (for example, kidnapping threats) and fortuitous policies (for
example, Canadian policy recognizes Colombia as a refugee-producing country).

Thus, in addition to being a state-imposed category, refugeeness is a variably
inhabited social category. It may be inhabited in ways that provide a basis for
organizing and creating community, or it may be inhabited uncomfortably, a
stigmatizing category to be avoided or hidden. While nationality becomes a
shorthand for particular political experiences and processes of departure, it is not
nationality or national culture per se that holds explanatory power as an analytical
category. Thus, not all Chileans, by virtue of being from Chile or sharing ‘Chilean
culture’, inhabit the refugee category in a particular way; rather, a social cohort of
Chileans with a specific political experience identified with the refugee and exile
categories.

The consequences of this finding go beyond recognizing the politics and power
behind state and multinational institutions in designating refugees. It questions
assumptions based on the experimental comparative approach—specifically, about
the taken-for-granted dimension of defining refugee and the degree to which the
meaning of the category is constant. It questions the assumptions that contexts of
departure produce refugees in a relatively uniform manner and that the reception
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of groups formally recognized as refugees is similar and hence comparable in a
quasi-experimental sense.

This finding also has implications for understanding variable forms of com-
munity organizing and transnational engagement. The actual experience of refu-
geeness is intimately tied to forms of violence and has a strong impact on migrant
narratives that address ‘who we are’, ‘why we came’ and ‘what we are doing here’.
As we proceeded with the research and national group-level comparative analysis,
we began to see connections between different forms and experiences of pre-
migration violence, socially expected durations (SEDs),8 sources of social capital9

and nationally based differences in ways of doing politics in Canada—both
transnational politics and locally oriented community organizing.10

Different approaches to refugeeness, narratives of departure and SEDs shape
community organizing. Study participants from the selected countries formed
organizations ostensibly based on national origin identities. However, we found
that bases for organizing and identifications were complex and not static (see next
section). For people from Chile, El Salvador and Guatemala, early forms of
organizing centered on partisan affiliations and identities: political parties and
social movements. Exile identity was central to Chilean organizations, and the
initial assumption was that they would return. Salvadorans and Guatemalans did
not articulate return as clearly (Nolin 2006), but they oriented much of their
institutional activity around solidarity and support for movements and family in
Central America. In the case of Colombia, transnational engagements look very
different. Most organizations focus on settlement issues (family reunification,
business and professional organizations), while a small network addresses the
political situation in Colombia.

Our approach recognizes the state’s power to designate and classify and the
strategic use of personal narratives to negotiate borders and bureaucracies. Ana-
lyzing how organizations and social groups with specific experiences of violence,
narratives of migration and SEDs relate to the refugee category highlights prob-
lems of population construction and specification that complement and go beyond
current critiques of methodological nationalism. Potential variation in how groups
inhabit the category means that the a priori assumption of uniform refugeeness as
an invariant attribute of these populations is problematic, partly because of the
arbitrariness of the state’s application of the category and partly because differ-
ences in experiences of violence, political organization and so on, and the ways
these are interpreted by Canadians, lead to variations in forms of organization both

8 Socially expected durations (SEDs) are collectively patterned expectations about temporal
durations embedded in social structures of various kinds (Merton 1984).
9 Social capital is defined as the ability to secure resources by virtue of membership in social
networks or larger social structures. Sources of social capital are distinguished by the presence/
absence of overarching structures defining the character of the transaction and include both
altruistic and instrumental sources (Portes 1998).
10 A detailed discussion of these differences is not possible here, but see Goldring and Landolt
(2009) and Landolt and Goldring (2010).
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in Canada and transnationally, and to differences in people’s use of the category.
Again, it is not nationality per se that shapes variable identification with refu-
geeness. National history intersects with individual and collective political expe-
rience to produce patterns that appear to be ‘national’ but do not necessarily apply
to everyone from a particular country, nor are they limited to a single nationality.
Changes in the context(s) of destination also contribute to variation in how the
refugee category is inhabited, thereby raising questions about the uncritical use of
the ‘‘given population’’ of refugees. In spite of similarities, refugeeness and the
definition of the refugee category need to be explained in the contexts of departure
and reception.

5.2.3 Unpacking Contexts of Reception: Local Specificity,
Transnational Connections and Path Dependence

When the context of immigrant reception is an important explanatory factor,
conceptualizing place and the local becomes critical. Global hierarchies of power
and transnational flows and circuits disrupt the assumption that locations—places
of settlement or contexts of reception (and origin or departure)—can be analyzed as
nationally framed and clearly bounded units suitable for comparison (Glick Schiller
2010; Rivera-Sánchez and Lozano-Ascencio 2009b). Multi-sited research that
traces people as well as flows of ideas, goods and symbols offers a potential solution
to this problem (Fitzgerald 2006; Marcus 1995). The challenge is capturing the
situated-specificity of the local as it is embedded within global processes, trans-
national flows and social fields (Brettell 2003; Ley 2004). This has implications for
constructing categories such as contexts of reception, trajectories of immigrant
incorporation, and transnational engagement (Glick Schiller et al. 2006).

Three analytical challenges forced us to reconsider the spatial–temporal
assumptions of the experimental comparative method. The first was our effort to
come to terms with the non-independence and multivalence of territorial locations.
Focus group participants mapped relevant organizations in time and space, cre-
ating a visual record of when organizations were established, how membership and
agendas overlapped or competed and when they ended, as well as showing the
networks between organizations and key interlocutors at various levels of geog-
raphy and jurisdiction. Although conducted in one site, this mapping exercise
responded to the methodological call to follow the webs of social life (Marcus
1995) rather than bounding social relations and formations according to precon-
ceived notions about their spatial parameters.

The mapping exercise and corresponding discussions brought to light tensions
between situated-specificity and transnational social fields. The organizational
trajectories of the four ‘groups’ reflect the situated-specificity of the settlement
city. An urban center’s immigration history, political culture, traditions of civic
participation, labor market structures, array of faith-based groups and ethno-racial
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composition and concentration constitute part of the context of reception and
hence shape pathways of immigrant incorporation (Brettell 2003; Glick Schiller
et al. 2006). A global immigrant gateway city, Toronto has received over 40 % of
Canada’s annual total of newcomers since the mid-1990s. Its labor markets reflect
a decline in manufacturing and an increase in low-end service work characteristic
of the new economy (Preston et al. 2003). There is a trend toward the deregulation
of the labor process and an erosion of working conditions and workers’ rights
(Cranford et al. 2003). These features contour Latin American social and economic
incorporation as a whole.

Our findings indicate that each study ‘group’ is embedded in a distinct trans-
national social field in which home country politics play a key role (Landolt and
Goldring 2010). In the Chilean transnational social field, which includes Chilean
and related solidarity organizations in Mexico, Venezuela, Cuba and multiple
European locations, Toronto represents an important center in terms of decision
making and fundraising for regime change. In contrast, Salvadoran and Guate-
malan transnational politics revolve around Los Angeles and Chicago, respec-
tively. Toronto Salvadorans or Guatemalans are minor political players to whom
party orders are dictated; Toronto’s social and political location as a city of minor
import within the transnational social field affects their tenor and organizational
dynamics (Landolt 2008).

Our second challenge was comparing multiple groups arriving at different times
in a single location or context of reception, as this makes the requirement for
independent cases difficult to uphold. We set out to compare place-making and
modes of political incorporation (assimilative and transnational), with each pop-
ulation entering what we originally conceptualized as three discrete contexts of
reception marked by different settlement landscapes and institutional opportunity
structures. As noted above, Chileans arrived in Toronto at time one, Salvadorans
and Guatemalans at time two and Columbians at time three. We found that the
three contexts of reception were not discrete. Rather, the contexts changed over
time in a path-dependent fashion so that the lessons and organizational outcomes
of first-wave Latin American refugee migration (Chilean) informed subsequent
interactions between Latin American refugees and previously arrived migrants as
well as non-migrant populations and institutions. Political learning, demonstration
effects and path dependencies constitute ‘Latin American Toronto’ as a single
evolving context of reception. Within this single, fairly stable context, new groups
encounter the organizations created by previous arrivals and migrant/non-migrant
interactions as part of the emergent landscape. The context of reception can be
understood as both an independent and a dependent variable, complicating causal
ordering (McMichael 1990; Pero 2007).

The third challenge was the need to unpack the broad and homogenizing notion
of a welcoming context of reception for refugees. In general terms, the four groups
entered a welcoming context of reception; recognizing each country as refugee
producing, the federal government established categories and programs to facili-
tate entry and settlement. In addition, the refugee rights lobby mobilized on behalf
of each group. Nevertheless, certain institutional and discursive differences in the
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context of reception organized the four processes of incorporation and place-
making. Our longitudinal analysis of Canadian refugee rights and solidarity
advocates’ engagement with Latin American refugee flows captures how contexts
of reception constitute moments of discursive and organizational engagement.
Broadly similar welcoming contexts of reception are rewritten as distinct political
landscapes for refugee and migrant populations.

First, the settlement landscape varies over time. Chilean refugees faced a sparse
settlement and social service landscape that was ill equipped to deal with the needs
and customs of a militant and well-organized Spanish speaking population. In the
1980s, Central Americans accessed a variety of settlement and social services
through ethno-specific Spanish-speaking agencies and frontline workers as well as
faith-based organizations (Mennonites, Quakers) with growing expertise in the
settlement of refugee populations. When Colombians arrived, settlement services
had become highly bureaucratized. Today, local agencies are no longer as
involved in setting settlement priorities, and the sector is underfunded.

Second, Canadian activist mobilization for the regulated entry of Chilean ref-
ugees and the political learning that occurred in the encounter between Chileans
and Canadians helped to shape the subsequent production of the context of
reception for Central Americans and Colombians. Each migrant/non-migrant
encounter influences expectations about and the character of subsequent encoun-
ters. Similarly, Canadian state policy on Colombia and the mechanisms of policy
delivery are influenced by the government’s policy on Chilean and Central
American refugees, which, in turn, is a product of the refugee rights lobby’s
ongoing work. Thus, our longitudinal analysis led us to unpack the notion of a
‘welcoming’ context of reception in terms of its dynamic organizational and
discursive elements (Landolt and Goldring 2010).

5.2.4 Unbounding Nationality: From Nationality
to Tool-Kits of Political Culture

In our original formulation, national origin was an analytical category informing
our comparative analysis and the construction of organizations as units of analysis.
Two moments in our research process prompted us to reformulate the significance
and role of nationality:

• First, during the primary fieldwork, focus groups with country of origin–based
activists revealed the importance of non-national origin organizations for the
Latin American process of political incorporation in Toronto.

• Second, the comparative analysis of institutional relations between each of the
study populations and Canadian civil society organizations showed important
differences.
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We were uncomfortable explaining these simply as a product of national cul-
tures, with taken-for-granted containers of identity and organizers of political
practice and institution building. We had already established the relationship
between modalities of violence, migration narratives (SEDs, social capital),
approaches to the refugee category and ways of doing politics. We drew on the
sociology of culture to extend this argument.

5.2.4.1 Organizational Polysemy

As we began to conduct group interviews using nationality as the starting point to
identify organizations, we became aware of two patterns.11 First, we discovered
certain non-nationality-based identities and forms of organizing (artists, educa-
tional groups, church groups, mental health professionals) that we had not included
in our original analytical categories or list of types of organizations (for example,
Chilean refugees, Colombian refugees). Second, certain cleavages, divisions and
forms of exclusionary and racialized classification threw into relief non-nation-
ality-based identities (for example, indigenous Latin American identities) and
affiliations (for example, political divisions). Figure 5.1 delineates our original
conception of nationality as a container of immigrant organizing and organiza-
tions. It shows how pan-ethnic umbrella and women’s intersectional pan-ethnic
organizations overlap with certain nationality-based organizations.

Recognizing the limits of our original formulation, we conducted additional
focus groups organized around emergent themes (religious congregations, mental
health professionals, artists) to add relevant categories of collective identity and
organizing. Figure 5.2 offers an alternative formulation of identity categories
around which Latin Americans in Toronto have organized. It identifies the orga-
nizational forms that emerged among particular national origin groups, situates
them outside or on the borders of the national circles and presents boundaries with
broken lines to indicate porosity. Figure 5.2 summarizes but does not convey the
temporal dynamics at play. Nationality is more important at first, but it clearly
does not sufficiently capture the identities and forms of organization that we
identified through the above-mentioned mapping exercise and group discussions.
Elsewhere (Landolt and Goldring 2009), we trace the political trajectories of Latin
American pan-ethnic sectoral and intersectional organizing (artists, women’s
organizations) to show that such organizations open up possibilities for cross-
sectoral dialogue and alliance-building among Latin Americans while expanding
the meanings of Latin American grassroots politics and generating forms of
institutional mainstreaming and alliances with non–Latin American organizations
and institutions. Despite having significant policy impacts, however, they have
thus far failed to generate electoral gains or spark the interest of political parties.

11 We draw on Morawska (2001), whose work on ethnicization emphasizes the multiplicity and
polysemy of actors’ practices and identities.
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5.2.4.2 From National Cultures to Cultural Tool-Kit

Levitt notes that immigration scholarship either ignores culture or takes it as an
underlying set of shared, discrete and coherent unitary values (Portes et al. 2007)
that explain human behavior (Levitt 2005, p. 52). As noted, we used nationality as
an organizing category but were uncomfortable with the chauvinistic use of
national cultures to explain difference. How then could we make sense of the
Chilean case?

Chileans are an impressive presence in Latin American and Canadian organi-
zations. Their leadership in a range of sectors (schools, unions), the mythologies

Chilean
ColombianGuatemalanSalvadoran

Latin American/Hispanic Umbrella organizations

Latin American Women’s organizations 

Organization
Organization Organization

Organization

Fig. 5.1 Nationality as container. Source The authors

Fig. 5.2 National, intersectional and pan-ethnic organizing. Source The authors

118 L. Goldring and P. Landolt



generated about them and the genuine political camaraderie between progressive
Canadians and Chileans all suggested there was something different about Chil-
eans migrants. Time in Canada was not enough to explain this specificity, so we
turned to Chilean exile politics and culture.

Some work in the sociology of culture has recast national culture as a cultural
tool-kit, developing a notion of political culture that takes a dynamic approach to
understanding ways of doing politics (Levitt 2005; Swidler 1986). Swidler notes
that culture operates as a framework for explaining continuity, as in the case of
immigrants following cultural traditions in a new setting, but argues that culture is
also involved in developing ‘‘new strategies of action’’ (Swidler 1986, p. 278),
particularly during periods of what she calls ‘‘unsettled lives,’’ which occur both at
the individual and macro levels in periods of heightened social transformation. She
uses the metaphor of tool-kit to refer to elements of continuity and to the ability to
integrate new strategies into an evolving repertoire of culturally informed action.
Grimson’s (2011) approach to culture and interculturality is similar; he argues
against the extremes of either essentialist or constructivist approaches, insisting
that cultural meanings and practices are not uniformly distributed among ethnic,
national or cultural groups and that the boundaries around groups and their
meaning-making practices are porous.

Drawing on these insights, we use political culture to refer to political reper-
toires that include values and actions manifested in particular strategies and rep-
ertoires of action (Landolt and Goldring 2010). This allows us to understand forms
of organizing as building on political repertoires that migrants and refugees bring
with them. To explain variations in ways of doing politics among people from
Chile, El Salvador, Guatemala and Colombia, as well as the variable types of
institutional alliances and relationships that develop between each group and
Canadian social justice and solidarity organizations, we conceptualize community
organizing and politics (including those of Canadian organizations) as informed by
a tool-kit of political culture that people bring or have, but which is modified
socially. Recognizing that cultural tool-kits and repertoires are rooted in but vari-
ably distributed among people from a particular ethnic or nationally constructed
group (Grimson 2011) helps us interpret the variable group-level patterns of
migrant activism, as well as the interaction between each group and ‘Canadians.’

From this perspective, exile activists from Chile came with certain values,
dispositions and strategies shaped by their previous socialization and history,
political and otherwise. These strategies may be rooted in Chilean ‘‘national
culture’’ in the sense that they are historically, socially, symbolically and politi-
cally situated. However, Chileans do not have a uniform political culture; some
organize along partisan lines, others organize sports teams and still others stay
home (do not organize). Post-coup migration consisted largely of opponents of the
Pinochet regime who sustained various partisan affiliations and formed a variety of
political and other organizations rooted in their political and cultural experiences
in Chile. In the case of people leaving Colombia, we know from Riaño-Alcalá and
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Villa Martinez’s work (2009) and our own that Colombians in Canada (as else-
where; see Guarnizo et al. 1999) mistrust other Colombians when it comes to
stating political positions and organizing politically. Nevertheless, Colombians in
Canada have organized in various ways, as for example, business and professional
organizations, as well as groups advocating family reunification (Landolt et al.
2011; Riaño-Alcalá and Goldring 2006). The conflict in Colombia has generated
ways of doing politics that produce variable political cultures of anti-politics as
well as solidarity. This approach to political culture also informs our conceptu-
alization of Canadian social justice activists’ ways of doing politics (Landolt and
Goldring 2010). More generally, it allows us to reformulate analytical categories,
going from nationally framed categories (for example, Chilean or Colombian
refugees, or Canadian solidarity) to categories (re)constructed on conceptual
grounds and data pointing to dynamic configurations of strategies, identifications
and alliances.

Our work thus shifts from cataloguing discrete individual or organizational
practices (national organizing cultures) toward analyzing patterned interactions
between migrants and non-migrant political actors. Chilean and Colombian
activists sustain very different types of relations with Canadian activists. Chilean-
Canadian activist dialogues reflect a convergence of political agendas and strate-
gies of action grounded in a high degree of mutual intelligibility and an easy
translatability of concerns. Meanwhile, Colombian-Canadian activist dialogues
show a divergence of strategies of action that result in a deepening lack of respect,
intelligibility and translatability. In temporal terms, the two types of dialogues are
associated with long-term and sustained versus sporadic and ad hoc collaboration.
Community activists from Colombia not only arrive with their own political
culture tool-kit, they encounter arenas of political activity conditioned by pre-
ceding political dialogues between Chileans and Canadians and between Cana-
dians and Central Americans. The ‘dialogues’ developed through earlier
interactions have laid the basis for expectations for political practice that are
sometimes at odds with Colombian activists’ approaches. Thus, activists’ political
repertoires are shaped, albeit indirectly, by the political repertoire of earlier
immigrant/refugee activists.

The character of activist dialogues helps us explain different pathways of
political incorporation and transnational engagements (Landolt and Goldring
2010). The analytical category of activist dialogues replaces nationally framed
culturalized approaches to organizing while recognizing porosity in ethno-cultu-
ralized boundaries and opening up the possibility of identifying and comparing
patterns of interaction and social learning. In other words, the notion of exile
political culture provides a basis for examining the interaction between selected
Chilean activists and Canadian activists and the later interaction between
Colombian activists and various Latin American and Canadian activists.
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5.3 Implications for Comparative Studies of Migration
and Transnational Engagement

Comparative studies of immigrant incorporation and transnational engagements
enhance our understanding of both specific ‘cases’ and broader processes and
patterns. What we derive from comparisons, however, depends on how we conduct
them and whether we are willing to reformulate our categories and questions
during analysis. Most comparative migration research is based on an experimental
or quasi-experimental approach; it defines populations, categories, units and
geographic contexts in ways shaped to varying degrees by methodological
nationalism. Our questioning of this approach led to the reformulation of our
categories and lines of inquiry in a bid to generate solutions and offer emergent
methodological alternatives.

Briefly stated, we reframed three assumptions resting on the quasi-experimental
approach to comparative research and implicitly informed by methodological
nationalism. First, we initially treated the four contexts of departure as a single
‘type’ characterized by forced movement. This, together with our initial under-
standing of Canadian refugee policy, meant that we assumed the refugee category
would be applicable across the four groups. The understanding was rooted in a
methodological nationalism that privileged the state’s power to classify and our
analytical power to group ‘contexts of departure’. We found that the comparability
of the refugee-producing contexts and state category was problematic. This
allowed us to question the classification of refugees based not only on the state’s
power to designate or recognize but also on the variable ways individuals and
groups experience violence and movement and how they inhabit the category of
refugee.

A second assumption involved the independence of the categories being
compared and an approach to temporality that sees contexts of reception as dis-
creet and independent. This aspect of the experimental comparative method gives
the geographic container approach both temporal and territorial boundary-making
power. We originally framed the temporal periods of arrival for each group as
separate contexts and did not adequately theorize the effects of previous arrivals in
shaping the context for later arrivals. We discovered, however, that the contexts
were not independent, with consequent implications for understanding pathways
and path dependency for incorporation and transnational engagements. In our
reformulation, we understand the context of reception as continually modified by
successive arrivals through a variety of mechanisms, including their interaction
with Canadian civil society groups (Landolt and Goldring 2010) and their struc-
turing of the policy and institutional landscape. Temporally, events in time one
shape events in time two; thus, ‘outcomes’ in the former become part of the array
of independent variables in the latter. At a macro level, this underscores the
importance of viewing local processes as embedded in transnational spaces and
contexts (McMichael 1990).
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A third assumption led us to define groups on the basis of shared nationality.
This form of methodological nationalism produces two tendencies. The first is to
consider nationality as a valid ‘container’ and primary basis for defining and
generating identities, practices and organizations. The second is to take for granted
the durability of this primacy over time. Our reformulation rested on a mapping
exercise that revealed a complex web of interactions; more specifically, inter-
sectional and sectoral identities, practices and organizations changed over time and
were conducted at variable geographic scales (Landolt and Goldring 2009). It
should be noted that while we examine networks of action based on ‘‘ways of
doing politics,’’ other concepts may be equally useful.

Our process of reformulation has implications for comparative transnational
studies. Rather than a quasi-experimental design, we argue for a strategy based on
critical reflection on the composition of boundaries of social categories (cf. La-
mont and Molnár 2002). This is not a call for a postmodern critique of episte-
mological foundations or a rejection of relevant categories but a call for critical
and ongoing reflection on the relationship between conceptual categories—
namely, the theoretical assumptions that guide their construction and boundaries—
and the evidence gathered. Our methodology builds on McMichael’s institutional
and comparative-historical approach and contributes to recent innovations in
migration scholarship. For example, Levitt (2005) calls for attention to culture in
migration research; Bloemraad (2006) combines migration scholarship and social
movement research. Others, including Glick Schiller and colleagues, address
challenges of methodological nationalism.

Our reformulations allow us to unpack the contexts of departure and reception
by paying close attention to units of analysis and measurement, identity, culture
and temporality. First, as analysts of mixed migration now argue, forced migration
contexts of exit are rarely uniform, nor are they necessarily distinguishable from
those of ‘voluntary’ migrants. Together with a dynamic understanding of culture,
this perspective on violence and migration establishes the importance of variable
political cultures that make up the tool-kit that people bring with them as immi-
grants/refugees. The repertoire of culturally framed strategies has a national
dimension, but national culture is neither the sole nor the primary determinant of
political culture. In many contexts, experiences of violence, movement and
political partisanship intersect with class, gender and racialization to generate
variation in the political culture and dispositions that groups of people from a
given country bring to a new context. National-level variation may have more to
do with the specific experiences of a particular group defined by partisan affilia-
tions or experiences of persecution in a particular temporal context than nationality
per se and the experiences of particular social groups in the social and geographic
context of reception. Receiving country state policies may classify refugees in
terms of nationality, but in reality, they may select or facilitate the entry of more
narrowly defined social groups.

Second, considering the temporal interdependence of contexts can shed light on
key social processes. In Canada, successive arrivals from Latin America
encountered civil society organizations with whom they set up patterns of
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interlocution based on political culture. These ‘dialogues’ varied due to differences
in political culture and the way earlier dialogues conditioned expectations and
subsequent dialogues. The context of reception is dynamic; it changes with policy
shifts and with migrant and civil society agency. The contours of this agency are
shaped, in part, by the political culture tool-kits that Latin American and Canadian
activists bring to bear on their dialogues, but the process and quality of the dia-
logues modifies subsequent engagements and dialogues. However, it is not enough
to add types of violence or types of dialogues to the analysis. We must consider a
broader set of questions, including how populations and units of analysis are
defined; whether certain bases of organization and identification are privileged
while others are obscured; the changing importance of intersectional, sectoral and
pan-ethnic identities and organizations; the ways in which contexts may be tem-
porally and socially interdependent, and so forth (Landolt and Goldring 2009,
2010; Landoltet al. 2011; Goldring and Landolt 2012b).

Research on migrant political engagements needs to consider a wider range of
identities and bases for organizing. There is a disconnect between scholarship that
recognizes the importance of faith-based groups, community-based organizations
and other non-national grassroots activism and work that emphasizes nationality as
a basis for organizing. We question whether nationality is as important in orga-
nizing identities and community organizations as is generally assumed. We call for
a nuanced, reflective approach to understanding ‘given’ populations, categories and
units, including refugee, nationality and context. We also ask colleagues to consider
the role of narratives in constructing powerful metaphors and identities that help to
structure practice and to examine the role of interactions with other collectivities,
including non-migrant associational forms and institutions. When the latter are
considered in more fluid forms, we will develop a better understanding of social
organization and social change in and across transnational social fields.
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Chapter 6
Between Contexts of Departure
and Modalities of Social Organization
of Migration: A Radiography
of the Research Process

Liliana Rivera-Sánchez and Fernando Lozano-Ascencio

Abstract This chapter offers a methodological reflection on the research process
into migration and social transformation in the Mexican state of Morelos, an
emergent area of migration to the United States. It presents an overview of the
research process that discusses how the research was conducted and how the main
findings were obtained. It includes the theoretical and methodological arguments
prompting the research, how these arguments were subsequently modified over
time, the process by which analytical categories were constructed, and the data
construction process. The analysis is based on the concept that both the original
research proposal as well as its subsequent enrichment are closely linked not only
to the type of academic formation and field of study of the participating
researchers, but also to the questions each of them has posed and the debates they
have engaged in during their particular trajectories.

Keywords Research process � Context of departure � Social organization of
migration � Morelos � Mexico

6.1 Introduction

The objective of this chapter is to analyze and describe the research process in the
project entitled Migration and Social Transformation: Morelos in the context of
contemporary migrations, carried out at CRIM-UNAM during 2005 and 2007. We
will discuss how the study’s analytical and methodological strategies, and its
conceptual and analytical instruments, were enriched and modified over time, and
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we will present the most important reconsiderations and key theoretical and
methodological reformulations. This document is therefore not a report on
research results, but rather a reflection on how our research was conducted and
how our main findings were obtained.

The strategy used in developing this chapter was to present the study’s starting
point and final point, including the theoretical and methodological arguments
prompting the research, how these arguments were subsequently modified over
time, the process in which analytical categories were transformed, and then the
data construction process. Thus, the final point—which also constitutes the starting
point for new stages of the project, or new and different lines of study—expresses
the dialectic nature of the research process. Our analysis is based on the notion that
both the original research proposal as well as its subsequent enrichment are closely
linked not only to the type of academic formation and field of study of the par-
ticipating researchers, but also to the questions each of them have posed and the
debates they have engaged in during their particular trajectories.

The chapter is organized into three main parts. In the first part we present our
reflections on how the research problem was proposed and the analytical areas of
focus were constructed, as well as the interaction among these elements in the
research process and their subsequent re-formulation. With these aims in mind, we
discuss the original objective of our research, and some theoretical assumptions
supporting the initial proposal, related to the conformation of certain migration
patterns and trajectories in line with migrants’ places of origin. Also presented in
this section are the categories we define as the context of departure and social
organization of migration, which are the analytical of focus that guided our
research. Finally, we present our principal assumptions, with the aim of demon-
strating how we reformulated our research questions and constructed our units of
analysis, with the objective of discussing the symbiotic interaction characterizing
contexts of departure and modalities of social organization of migration.

The second part of this chapter is divided into two sections. In the first section
we analyze in detail the methodological strategy used for understanding the ana-
lytical relationships between contexts of departure and the social organization of
migration. To achieve this objective, we develop some specific analytical cate-
gories and present some problematic points encountered throughout the different
research stages. In particular there is a process of constructing variables and
analytical categories, and two different ways of constructing data are illustrated,
for the purpose of demonstrating different ways of approaching knowledge pro-
duction. In other words, we present two epistemological modalities involved in the
strategy for researching the migration process in Morelos and its forms of social
organization. Thus, through the analytical category of oriundez, we illustrate the
complexity of the research process, and specifically we discuss how data is
understood in this study, how data is constructed, and how an analytical category
can also be operationalized as a variable. In particular our intention is to dem-
onstrate how different types of data are generated and how in the end this exercise
resulted in a constructivist proposal that constantly prompted the reformulation of
analytical categories. On the basis of these elements, we propose some ideas
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around the dialectic process accompanying data construction and the research
process itself.

The chapter concludes with a presentation of the study’s methodological design
and some reflections on how units of observation were identified, as well as the
methodological implications for conducting case studies when working with an
analytical category such as the context of departure. Finally, we present the
methodological instruments we used in our field work, specifically ethnographic
observation and in-depth interviews and a questionnaire.

In the third and final part of the chapter, we present some reflections on the
levels of analysis in our research and their methodological implications. We end
with some thoughts on the dialectic nature of social science research.

6.2 Reflections on Analytical Strategy

6.2.1 Research Problem, Initial Study Objective
and Hypothesis

This research was based on certain problematic objectives and questions proposed
by the researchers in the project’s initial design (questions that were also present in
the individual agendas of each of the two researchers). Originally, the design was
focused on giving an account of how contemporary international migrants develop
diverse migration strategies and trajectories, in line with whether they are origi-
nally from urban or rural localities, using a comparative analytical strategy.

Strictly speaking, the idea of comparing the characteristics of migration
dynamics and international migrants originating from rural and urban localities is
associated with the particular history of Mexican migration to the United States.
During the first half of the twentieth century and continuing up to the late 1970s,
Mexican migrants traveling to the United States were predominantly from rural
areas. They migrated for certain periods of time, and were male adults, most of
whom were married, with economic dependents remaining in Mexico. They
worked primarily in agricultural activities and remained in the United States for
less than a year (Cross and Sandos 1981). This particular international labor
market was structured on the basis of the demand for labor in seasonal agricultural
activities in the United States. The most eloquent expression of this international
labor market was the bilateral program established by the Mexican and US gov-
ernments between 1942 and 1964, known as the Bracero Program. The flow of
seasonal migrants originating from rural areas in Mexico and employed in US
agricultural activities was the dominant type of migration up until the mid-1960s.

Towards the late 1970s, and more clearly during the 1980s, the predominance
of emigration from rural areas began to diminish. The major surveys conducted in
Mexico pointed to a gradual transition from a rural migrant profile to one more
clearly urban and characterized by increasing participation by younger Mexicans
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with higher levels of education who traveled to the United States to explore the
labor market, and were more likely to enter the neighboring country with a tourist
visa. Many of them migrated a single time, were not likely to enter into a pattern of
migration circularity, remained for a longer period of time in the United States,
and at the same time, were less likely to return to Mexico and experienced less
support from family networks and friends during their migration (Cornelius 1992;
Lozano 1999; Roberts and Hamilton 2005; Durand and Massey 1992). There are
diverse explanations for this breakdown (see Lozano 2002).

There is broad consensus, however, that the increasing participation of the
urban population in the migration flow to the United States is due, on the one hand,
to the accelerated, disorderly urbanization experienced in Mexico from the 1950s
on. This involves, among other things, massive emigration from rural areas to
cities and metropolitan areas—a process that unleashed what some authors
describe as a ‘rural exodus’ (Arizpe 1981)—and also a profound transformation
and crisis in agricultural activities. In terms of changes on the US side of the
border, activities other than agricultural activities began to require significant
contingents of non-native (cheap and flexible) labor, especially for activities linked
to industries and services—a process that demonstrates the consolidation of this
labor market in US cities (Roberts et al. 1999).

The objective with which this research began consisted of studying the dif-
ferences and similarities in the contingents of emigrants to the United States
originating in Mexican urban and rural localities, specifically in one state con-
sidered to be characterized by emerging international migration: the state of
Morelos (Durand and Massey 2003). The study was focused on studying the
selectivity of migrants departing from rural and urban localities, with the aim
of explaining differences not only on the basis of the particular attributes of
individuals (human capital), but by analyzing the effects of rural and urban
environments on this migration selectivity.

The main hypothesis of our research was that the profile of international
migrants of rural origin was different from the profile of those of urban origin–
further expressed in migration dynamics that were also different. We attempted to
demonstrate that there is a close relationship between the urban or rural charac-
teristics of migrants’ places of origin and migration dynamics—the latter con-
sisting of the way in which migrants organized themselves to reach and cross the
border, the type of social networks they used to this end, the type of jobs they
obtained in the country of destination, the duration of their stay, and other
characteristics.

Our central research question was: How does the rural or urban nature of
localities of origin impact the selectivity of international migrants and the
dynamics of migration to the United States, or in other words, the conformation of
differentiated migration patterns? We decided to study, from a comparative per-
spective, the selectivity of migrants originating from both types of localities and to
establish whether rural or urban environments influenced the selectivity of
migrants and the dynamics of migration to the United States.
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6.2.1.1 Changes in Research Strategy and the Design
of New Analytical Axes

The initial objective and research question presented some conceptual problems
that hindered progress in our work. We considered the localities we had defined for
our comparative analysis, one rural and one urban, as international migrants’
places of origin. Let’s take a closer look at this. The study of the selectivity of
migrants in their places of origin supposes that the places from which international
migrants depart when they begin their migration process are, at the same time,
their places of birth. This is common in rural localities, although not necessarily all
of the inhabitants in a rural locality were born in that place. This assumption is less
likely to be true in urban areas, not only due to the presence of migration asso-
ciated with the formation of cities, but also due to the link between displacements
of the population within a country and between countries (i.e. the relationship
between internal migration and international migration). This means that the
‘‘origin’’ of urban migrants is not necessarily the urban locality where they were
residing and from which they left for some international destination such as the
United States. Their true origin is their place of birth (probably in the rural sector),
while the urban locality from which they begin their journey to the United States
may be an intermediate point or a link in their migration route.

Thus, if our objective was to investigate the way in which urban life (or the
urban environment) influenced or impacted on international migration (or the
conformation of a specific migration pattern), we were not taking into consider-
ation that urban localities were not necessarily the origin of many international
migrants. Instead, what we gradually began to find is that a significant portion of
‘urban’ migration dynamics could be explained by the rural origin of international
migrants and not exclusively by their urban experience and/or contact. This type of
approach pointed to the need to situate the rural and urban migration flow in time
and space, which necessarily led us to review the concepts of place of origin and
place of destination. The most important lesson from all of this, in methodological
terms, was the importance of not limiting the study of migration to a probable
place of origin—which would obstruct observation of the global movement of
migration flows, in different directions, in different localizations and at different
moments.

In the context of the state of Morelos, Mexico, selected for this research study,
it is even more difficult to study the origin of international migration, especially if
we take into consideration that this state has attracted especially the population
from Mexico City and neighboring states like Guerrero, the state of Mexico and
Puebla, and to a lesser degree, Veracruz and Oaxaca.1 Many of these internal
immigrants who have settled in the state of Morelos have joined the ranks of the

1 According to the population surveyed in Mexico’s 2000 Population Census, 71 % of the
population residing in Morelos is native to the state, 10 % is from Guerrero, 6 % from Mexico
City and 4 % from Puebla.
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contingent migrating to the United States, and this means that the ‘origins’ of a
significant number of international migrants leaving Morelos are actually neigh-
boring Mexico City and the states of Guerrero, Mexico and Puebla.2

The two researchers responsible for this work have suggested various
hypotheses in terms of the link between internal and international migration
throughout their academic work. Fernando Lozano-Ascencio studied the internal
migration antecedents of Mexican international migrants, and also discussed how
international migration can be an internal migration strategy (Lozano 1999;
Lozano et al. 1999). Liliana Rivera-Sánchez, in her research on the transnational
migration circuit associated with the Mixtec region of Puebla, clearly identified
different internal and international trajectories in the same migration circuit
(Rivera-Sánchez 2004, 2007, 2008). Strictly speaking, Liliana Rivera’s incorpo-
ration into this project, and in particular, the initiation of documentary research
work, ethnographic work and the initial interviews conducted, led to a substantial
re-formulation of the research study.

The authors of this chapter strongly questioned the hypothesis of a causal
relationship between rural or urban characteristics of migrants’ localities of origin,
on the one hand, and migration selectivity and migration dynamics, on the other—
in other words, the existence of a rural or urban migration pattern dependent on
whether migrants originated in rural or urban localities in Mexico. Our intention
was no longer to study the dynamics of international migration from the urban and/
or rural localities of an emerging state, but rather to discuss the relevance of
understanding places of departure ‘‘…as contexts, or in other words, as complex
spaces inserted in regional dynamics that extend beyond boundary lines between
states, municipalities and localities, spaces that link together the logical basis for
internal migration, local–regional social dynamics alluding to the conformation of
societies and their relationship with territories, with the ups and downs of national
and international economies, as well as the particular restructuring of US labor
markets and immigration policies’’ (Rivera and Lozano 2006, p. 51).

So, the first significant change in our research methodological strategy took
place. By replacing the locality of origin (rural or urban) category with the context
of departure (ruralized or urbanized), we moved beyond the notion that ‘rural’ and
‘urban’ are characteristics or attributes that are determined, pre-existing and
defined by a particular population size or specific type of predominant economic
activity. To the contrary, we conceive of contexts of departure as

2 For example, of the total population of migrants returning from the United States, registered in
the 2000 Population Census—in other words, of the total population reporting having lived in the
United States in 1995, and at the time of the census were residing in Morelos—52 % were natives
of Morelos, 20 % were from Guerrero, 12 % from Mexico City, 3 % from the state of Mexico
and 3 % from Puebla. This data, together with the figures from the previous footnote, point to the
significant presence (selectivity) of non-native individuals in the contingent of international
migrants departing Morelos.

134 L. Rivera-Sánchez and F. Lozano-Ascencio



spatial, historic and societal products of the relationship between regions and peoples…
expressed in the link between the historic formation of territory and the conformation of
local societies. In other words, the experiences of those inhabiting these places have paved
the way for the conformation of territories and regions, but at the same time, the social
places, landscapes and spaces established within these territorial dynamics provide ele-
ments for outlining the contexts…defined more by the scope of the social relationships
established by those who live there than by the official boundaries between states and
municipalities (Rivera and Lozano 2006, p. 53).

The context of departure (urbanized or ruralized) category was therefore
converted into the first analytical focus in our study.

A second significant change in our study’s analytical strategy was replacing the
migration dynamic category with the social organization of migration. As the
reader will recall, the initial research question revolved around the existing rela-
tionship between the type of locality of origin of international migrants (rural or
urban), and the selectivity of migrants and characteristics of migration dynamics,
with the latter understood as the emergence of various migration patterns resulting
from displacements from rural or urban localities. In other words we were inter-
ested in finding opposing, differentiated rural and urban migration patterns. We
intended to develop a characterization of those patterns, and on the basis of a
comparative analytical strategy, work to understand their differences and simi-
larities. Our initial hypothesis was oriented much more toward finding differences
than similarities in the migration patterns derived from rural or urban localities.

The methodological design of the rural and/or urban migration pattern category
was based on the logic of the definition of the place of origin (rural or urban),
presented earlier here. We expected a certain degree of correspondence between
the type of place of origin and the conformation of rural and urban migration
patterns. In fact this argument constituted the study’s initial hypothesis. Never-
theless, by replacing the place of origin category with the context of departure
category, we were obliged to analyze the relationship between the latter and
migration dynamics in a different way. Along the way we established that these
migration dynamics were deeply influenced by the particular processes of contexts
of departure, such as the localization and (economic and social) integration of the
places selected for the study, the place of birth and place of origin of international
migrants—in other words the relationship between internal and international
migration, the forms of local-community organization, the depth of the history of
migration to the United States from the places selected, and the role of social
networks in the migration process.

This complex range of variables characterizing the context of departure had an
influence, in turn, on migration dynamics, that is, on the strategies used by
migrants when crossing the border and on the places of destination selected in the
United States, on the modalities of these displacements to the north (for example,
whether coyotes or polleros were involved in the trips to the United States), on the
forms of networking used by migrants with their families living in the place they
left, and on the modalities of concentration or dispersion of migrants at certain
points in the United States. We identify this new set of processes as the social
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organization of migration—a category that replaces the migration dynamics
category, and becomes the second analytic focus in our research.

At the same time that we established the contexts of departure and social
organization of migration as the study’s new analytical areas of focus, we verified
that the urban locality we had selected was not a strictly urban environment, and
the locality we had identified as rural was not a strictly rural environment. The
notions of the countryside associated with primary activities (basically crop-
growing and livestock production), and the city as the exclusive environment for
industry and manufacturing were no longer accurate, to a significant degree
because agriculture was no longer the axis around which rural economies
revolved, and manufacturing activities were being relocated to non-urban spaces.
de Grammont (2004) points out that

the countryside-city relationship is now much more complex than the old dichotomic
relationship, characterized by unequal exchange and the migration of the rural poor to
cities to become part of the industrial reserve army. The conceptualization of rural as a
space occupied by social groups associated with agricultural production, in contrast with
urban as a space occupied by social groups associated with industry and services no longer
has explanatory value in the context of globalization (de Grammont 2004, p. 279).

In general we can say there is consensus on analyzing regional environments on
the basis of considering the interaction between rural and urban, and the linking of
these regional environments with national and global processes, as part of the our
current complex reality.

All of this, together with the discussion on analytical areas of focus, led us to
reformulate our hypothesis, arguing that there is a close relationship between
contexts of departure (urbanized or ruralized) and the development of certain types
of migration trajectories and networking modalities between migrants and their
families–in other words, a strong relationship between the context of departure and
the social organization of migration. In reality, the meaning of the hypothesis was
not modified. What was changed radically was the way in which the research
problem was stated and the analytical categories and axes used.

6.2.1.2 Reformulation of the Research Question and Unit of Analysis

The identification and definition of the study’s analytical axes, together with the
modifications in the study’s objective, led us necessarily to reformulate the
research question. This was a fundamental step, since the research question con-
stitutes not only the connecting thread for the study, but derived from the research
question is also, first of all, the analytical strategy, and secondly, the methodo-
logical strategy and the research design in which different instruments are used, or
in other words, the specific type of research techniques and sources to be used,
whether qualitative, quantitative or a combination of the two (Oxford 2007).

In the previous section we indicated that our research question at the beginning
of the study was: How the rural or urban nature of localities of origin influence the
selectivity of international migrants and the dynamics of migration to the United
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States, or in other words, the conformation of specific migration patterns?
The elaboration and inclusion of the two new analytical axes (contexts of depar-
ture and social organization of migration) led us to reformulate the research
question into three basic questions: (a) how does the context of departure influence
on the social organization of migration, and vice versa? and more specifically,
(b) what type of migration trajectories do individuals departing from rural and
urban contexts develop? and (c) what type of links and practices are developed
among international migrants and their families residing in the places of departure
(rural or urban)?

Of the variables defining the social organization of migration to the United
States, we decided to focus specifically on a comparative analysis of migration
trajectories originating in ruralized and urbanized contexts of departure. The latter
are understood not only as travel routes or itineraries, but as displacements of
population characterized by a particular historicity. They are closely linked to the
social, economic and political processes of migrants’ places of birth, defined by the
specific use of social networks or other types of local and non-local actors or
agents (such as coyotes or polleros) for traveling to the north and crossing the
border, and in general, with specific forms of social organization, such as family,
extended family or paisanaje (village ties) that define a concentration or dispersion
of migrants in the places of destination in the United States.

With this broad vision of migration trajectories, it was necessary to precisely
define the unit of analysis for our research, and on the basis of that definition, to
precisely select and design specific research methods and techniques for the type
of questions proposed. To conclude the first section of this chapter, we will present
the discussion that led to the definition of our basic unit of analysis, leaving
discussion on the elaboration of our methodological strategy and the design of
instruments for our field research to the next section.

One aspect that we needed to take into consideration in defining our study’s unit
of analysis consisted of migration histories, both of individuals residing in the
selected localities, and also non-residents who had emigrated to another region of
Mexico (a different municipality or state) or to the United States. It was necessary
to identify the place of birth for these individuals, their place of residence at the
time of our field research, the intermediate points of residence between their place
of birth and their most recent place of residence, as well as their family rela-
tionship to the head of the family household in the locality of departure. In other
words we were interested in reconstructing the migration histories of individuals
residing in the localities selected in Morelos, as well as of individuals having some
type of family connection and residing in other regions of Mexico and the United
States. And this is how we came to establish our basic unit of analysis as the family
nucleus ‘‘…composed of all the household members residing in the locality, plus
the sons and daughters not residing in the locality, and living in the United States
or in some (Mexican) state other than Morelos’’ (Rivera-Lozano 2006, p. 49).

It is worth clarifying that the individuals making up the family nucleus, as
defined here, may be members of different households. For example, if a son
emigrated to the United States during the 1990s, and in 2005 was living with his
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wife and children in Chicago, Illinois, this individual has his own household in the
United States. However, for our purposes, he is also a member of the family
nucleus, the head of which resides in one of the Morelos localities selected for our
study. Strictly speaking, we are interested in establishing the connections between
the migration histories of the members of the family nucleus, the family
arrangements characterizing internal and international migration processes, and
also the links and relationships among the members of the family nucleus who
emigrate and those who do not.

A risk we assumed in attempting to reconstruct the migration histories of all the
members of the family nucleus was in not obtaining precise information regarding
those household members residing in the United States or in other parts of Mexico.
In reality this is a risk taken when asking individuals interviewed or surveyed for
information regarding third persons, whether parents, sons or daughters, or
brothers and sisters. Nevertheless, we decided to maintain this strategy, since it
was our only possibility for reconstructing the migration history of the family
nucleus.

6.3 Notes on the Methodological Strategy

6.3.1 Between the Theoretical Frameworks
and Methodological Instruments

Our methodological strategy went through some important adjustments and
reformulations throughout the various stages of our research work. These changes
had an impact not only on the re-elaboration of the analytical strategy, as
expressed in the previous sections of this chapter, but also particularly on the
integration of the methodological strategy, designed for carrying out the field
research work, and for responding—through the use and design of specific vari-
ables and indicators—to the study’s central questions, or in other words, for
presenting the relationship between the contexts of departure, both urban and/or
rural, and the modalities of social organization of migration in Morelos.

Thus, throughout the various stages of the research process, some dilemmas
presented themselves, both theoretical and methodological in nature. This led us
initially to construct some alternative analytical categories and to design or refine
instruments for the successful use of the methodological strategy. Then, we also
refined the analytical strategy for the analysis and presentation of results, for
presenting the relevant findings from the work carried out.

In relation to elaborating the methodological strategy, the most significant
changes occurred after our field work was initiated, and after the subsequent dis-
cussion among an interdisciplinary research team with regard to the initial findings.
For this reason, our intention in this part of the chapter is to demonstrate the par-
ticular circumstances, empirical evidence, and also the problems in analysis that led
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to certain key changes that in turn resulted in the analytical and methodological
redefinition of our research. Obviously, not all of these key changes had the same
intensity in the exchange among the interdisciplinary team. And not all the changes
carried out during the process were necessarily immediate or had a substantial
impact on strategy. Some required more time and in fact some are still to be resolved.

In some cases these changes were taken note of as pending matters, and in other
cases new lines of work were opened up for initiating new research projects in the
coming years. The detection of explanatory gaps, new findings and certain changes
in problematic lines of research led us, on the one hand, to strengthen the idea of
working as a team, to complement the ways in which we conduct research and to
reinforce our academic vision of interdisciplinary work, thus making the best use
possible of the differences from our professional preparation. And within this
framework, the CRIM-UNAM Migration and Transformation Team was created,
leaving each researcher to independently conduct his or her individual projects but
offering a great opportunity for proposing other larger-scale collective research
projects.

On the other hand, the studies conducted simultaneously by the participants in
this project—in their respective fields of specialization—as well as those carried
out during previous time periods, significantly enhanced the discussion and enri-
ched the project’s initial proposals. Primarily, however, they contributed toward the
initial findings from the state of Morelos entering into play with those from other
Mexican states. In the following sections of this chapter, we will present some of
these key changes and problematic aspects that became interwoven throughout the
entire process, allowing for the design of the research strategy. In order to facilitate
describing how and during what stages certain problematic areas arose, we will
identify the various stages of the research work conducted in Table 6.1.

6.3.1.1 Initial Empirical Evidence and its Effect on the Methodological
Strategy

One of the first decisions that impacted our methodological strategy responded to
the need for understanding local dynamics in a regional context, not only in the
state of Morelos, but also in interaction with Mexico City and the neighboring
states of Guerrero, Puebla and the state of Mexico. In particular we observed that
dynamics in the localities where we conducted our study were directly associated
and intrinsically instilled in longer-term regional processes, in relation to both time
and space.3 For example the evidence established in the initial in-depth interviews
conducted in the Alta Palmira neighborhood—particularly those with individuals
living in households in which some family member was in the United States or had

3 Research work was conducted in two localities in the state of Morelos: the first was a complex
urban neighborhood that still has some ejidal lands, located in the Cuernavaca metropolitan area
and known as Alta Palmira; and the second was a locality in the Mazatepec municipality, in an
agricultural area of the state, and known as Cuauchichinola.
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emigrated there at one time, revealed interesting clues as to the presence of some
former braceros, who were participants in the guest worker program during the
second stage of that program between 1951 and 1964. This initial evidence led us
to think of the historicity of international migration in this particular region and to
ask ourselves about the pertinence of basing our research on the supposition that
migration is an emerging process in the state of Morelos.

In addition our interviews with former braceros contributed evidence that
allowed us to suppose a connection between bracero migration and subsequent
undocumented migration after the program ended. The empirical evidence
suggests that all the former braceros interviewed in both Alta Palmira and
Cuauchichinola have sons or daughters who are currently international migrants.
Therefore, migration by braceros may have effectively contributed toward tracing
out certain routes and motivating contemporary migration, as some authors have
supposed (see, for example, García y Griego 1996), or may have socialized and
encouraged the experience of undocumented migration to the north.

An important piece of evidence that made it possible to open up another area of
analysis in our research was the fact that the experience of participating in the guest
worker program took place in relation to the braceros’ places of origin, specifically
localities in the states of Guerrero or Mexico in the case of Alta Palmira residents,
and particularly from the state of Mexico in the case of Cuauchichinola residents.4

This evidence reinforces the idea that the population of Morelos has clearly expe-
rienced inter-regional displacements during diverse time periods. For example, some
of the Bracero Program participants had settled in Alta Palmira since the 1960s, and
others two decades later. We can therefore suppose a significant relationship
between the processes of internal migration and contemporary international
migration, and even more so, between certain processes of inter-regional displace-
ment and the conformation of specific regions in central Mexico. Furthermore, such
translocal interconnections and regions may be, at the present time, defining or
influencing the conformation of migration circuits with inter-linking internal and
international routes (see Rivera 2004, 2007; Rivera and Lozano 2006).

Table 6.1 Research stages

First stage Second stage Third stage

• Ethnographic observation • Application of
questionnaire

• Comparison of both phases
and instruments

• In-depth interviews:
conducted in two phases:
(a) key informants; (b)
other informants (see
section on In-depth
interviews)

• Processing of preliminary
results

• Processing of results
• Re-elaboration based on

findings, certain concepts
and categories used

Source The authors

4 In Alta Palmira we found a greater number of former braceros, while in Cuauchichinola we
only conducted four interviews with former braceros.
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These initial findings had two consequences for our methodological strategy.
First was a change in relation to the scale of analysis used in our case studies, one
urban and one rural, for visualizing regional processes. Secondly, we began to
consider the points at which we were conducting field research work not as places
of origin, in the case of the trajectories of international migrants, but rather as points
of departure. These reflections led us to design a complex analytical category that
we have identified as contexts of departure,5 with the idea of understanding regional
processes of internal displacement, together with contemporary processes of
international migration. The analytical implications from these two considerations,
in relation to the scale of analysis and places of departure, point to reconsiderations
of a methodological nature, in relation to both time and space in the study of
population movements, but also involve reconstructing analytical categories and
reflecting upon the theoretical concepts that might contribute to empirically explain
and theoretically substantiate our research proposals and initial findings.

This initial evidence in the first phase of our research process opened the way
for beginning to seek and then construct explanatory, comprehensive variables of
regional processes—contexts of departure was coined with this aim in mind—and
this variable led us to correlate it analytically with a second variable, which would
express the social organization of migration in line with urbanized or ruralized
contexts of departure.

Therefore, in both contexts studied—and it is worth emphasizing that the
contexts studied in this second phase no longer refer to only geographic spaces
defined by localities, but rather their social spaces, understood as spaces inter-
sected by logical explanations and relationships beyond what we would typically
define as the space of a locality—we observed a significant relationship between
the places of family origin (interegional migration) for those who are currently
emigrating from the state of Morelos to international destinations, on the one hand,
and on the other, the patterns of migration (Adams and Hoelscher 2001). The latter
refers specifically to the time period of migration, the place of destination and the
point where the border is crossed, as well as the strategy for crossing the border—
and even more importantly, whether local coyotes or polleros are involved and the
forms of settlement in international destinations (what we refer to as concentra-
tion/dispersion).

To explain the relationship between these two analytical categories (contexts of
departure and social organization of migration) generated from the first phase of
research, we identified a series of complex variables for analyzing in detail the
contents of the categories defined, and for developing—from the perspective of
these categories and variables—the problematic areas of focus for the research
underway. In the end these two categories and their respective variables
(Table 6.2) constituted the analytical focus for our research.

On the basis of these complex variables we attempted to reformulate our initial
hypotheses, to establish the close relationship between the categories that guided

5 For an extensive discussion on this category, see Rivera and Lozano (2006, pp. 50–53).
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our research and then defined our methodological strategy. In other words, the
construction of these variables was initially influenced particularly by the findings
from the first phase of our research, in which we carried out our ethnographic field
work and in-depth interviews. The evidence revealed in this phase of our work led
us to organize the set of questions on the questionnaire and introduce these ana-
lytical axes into the survey design, so as to study the same research questions using
more than one instrument.

We were then led to construct some variables that could also be observed and
operationalized through the questionnaires, in which we attempted once again to
document the relationship between internal and international migration (variable
no. 2 in Table 6.2). This required particular indicators for establishing the direct
relationship between internal migrations or certain inter-regional displacements
and international migration, on the one hand, however we also found a significant
relationship between internal and international migration when we observed the
processes of territory formation (variable no. 3) and the modalities of settlement in
destination points for contemporary international migrants (variable no. 6).

Once the complex variables entered into play, making it possible to study the
correlation between contexts and social organization of migrations, we designed
another analytical category. This allowed us to fully establish such relationships
and thus identify the key points of interaction among the various categories and
their respective variables. We named this new category oriundez, although we
recognize that this term does not fully reflect the conceptual implications we
attribute to this category—as will become clear in the following paragraphs.
We then proceeded to operationalize this category with a particular focus on
oriundez corresponding to the state of Guerrero. The latter appeared repeatedly as
an explanatory factor of various inter-regional processes, particularly when our
analytical lens was focused on the processes of interconnection from the per-
spective of contexts of departure.

The oriundez category became, in turn, a complex variable as soon as results
from the questionnaire conducted were integrated (see CRIM-UNAM Morelos
Migration Survey questionnaire, 2005). To this end we recovered information from
the initial basic form filled out from the questionnaire, in which the place of birth of
the head of household and his partner were recorded. Then on the basis of these
references to places of origin, we proceeded to extend the characteristic to members
of the family nucleus, in which we recorded the head of household and/or partner as

Table 6.2 Complex variables identified in research

1. Localization and integration
2. Relationship between internal and international migration
3. Historic formation of territory: differentiation/fragmentation
4. History (particularly: the beginning) of emigration to the United States
5. The role of social networks in the migration process
6. Modalities of settlement in the United States: concentration/dispersion

Source The authors
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originating from Guerrero. This characteristic was attributed to all members of this
family nucleus, and thus oriundez was used as an explanatory variable. Oriundez is
considered to be not only an attribute or characteristic of family nucleuses (an
aggregate characteristic) but also useful in the analysis of the individual trajectories
of persons. We will see in the next section how the oriundez variable was con-
structed and how it was integrated into the study design throughout this research,
that is, as both an analytical category and a variable.6

6.3.1.2 The Oriundez Variable as an Analytical Category

According to the Diccionario de la Lengua Española, oriundez refers to the quality
of being oriundo, or in other words, a native who was born in the place specified,
or who originates from that place. In this case, originating from a place does not
necessarily imply having been born in that place, but being rooted in terms of
family ties to that place, or in other words, having a father and/or mother who was
born in that place. Now then, oriundez is an attribute that is extended to family
members of the same group, who acknowledge originating from a determined
place. For our purposes here, oriundez in relation to the state of Guerrero signifies
having been born in that state, or originating from some localities in that state—
which means belonging to a family nucleus in which the head of household and/or
his partner was/were born in that state.

Oriundez is an attribute acknowledged beyond a place of origin, in relation to
others who are native to a place or who originate from that place. Thus, oriundez is
necessarily a relational variable, and at this level should be used analytically to
explain originating from, in relation to ‘another,’ in order for it to have meaning.
The use of this variable is only relevant in contexts in which it is possible to find
persons with different oriundez in the same social space.

Thus, oriundez, to the extent that it refers to originating from, it also refers to
mobility, or in other words, it necessarily means that someone who originates from
a place is not native to the place in which he/she is residing at the time his/her
origins are being defined. And here we find a certain richness from using a variable
like oriundez, because it does not only refer to one’s place of origin, but also to the
place from which one was displaced to now be in the place where information
regarding one’s origins is being gathered.

6 An analytical category is a theoretical-empirical construct that makes it possible to establish
relationships between diverse variables in an analytical process. Throughout this chapter, we have
considered analytical categories to be instruments for the analysis and interpretation of findings.
A variable, for its part, is the translation of an analytical category into an element that can be
measured. Nonetheless, we have also acknowledged that some variables become analytical
categories due to their importance in analysis and acquire a different status, depending on the
research stage, which depends to a significant degree on the process of developing instruments for
analysis.
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This variable—which is relatively simple to operationalize, through an analysis
of places of birth and migration sequences (based on information gathered through
the questionnaires)—is associated with various analytical categories in this
research. On the one hand oriundez in relation to Guerrero helps us to understand, in
a regional context, the importance of the shared border between Morelos and
Guerrero, and the contemporary relationship between internal and international
migrations in the case of migrants who leave Morelos for international destinations.
It also helps to establish the dynamics of certain inter-regional displacements, both
contemporary and long-standing in nature,7 and to understand the conformation of
certain Morelos territories penetrated by the arrival of persons originating from
other states. As well, oriundez allows us to establish the complexity of local–
regional spaces immersed, on the one hand, in logical explanations of a greater
regional scale, and on the other hand, in particular socio-historic dynamics resulting
from long-standing social interactions between these territories. Therefore, even
though the variable is simple in terms of its operationalization, it has significant
heuristic value in this research, since it makes it possible—when inter-related with
other variables–to discern certain processes in local and regional dynamics.

To offer evidence of what we have just stated, we can note that the social
dynamic of fragmentation in the Alta Palmira neighborhood is characterized by
certain processes of social differentiation. These processes are also associated with
the convergence of inhabitants originating from different places. For example,
inhabitants residing in the lower part of the neighborhood, with access to public
services, are those who arrived when this urban housing division was established.
Alta Palmira is located in the Temixco municipality, and while currently referred
to as a neighborhood, it was originally constituted as a collective ejido. The first
inhabitants identify themselves as originating from Morelos, although various
families among those who founded the neighborhood were originally from Palpan
de Baranda, which at one time belonged to the state of Mexico, but is currently
part of the Miacatlán municipality in Morelos.

Those who arrived later to inhabit this neighborhood settled in the higher part
of the neighborhood (in terms of elevation). Since their arrival they have suffered
from inadequate infrastructure and public services, and this has served to accen-
tuate the division between ‘those up above’ and ‘those down below’, defined
primarily by oriundez.

Those originating from Guerrero are considered by the family members of the
neighborhood’s founders as not only the recent arrivals to the neighborhood, but
also as being from another state, as ‘upstarts’ who furthermore ‘have other
customs’. Thus, within the social dynamics of the neighborhood, oriundez and
particularly originating from Guerrero, refers not only to the state from which one
originates, but this social classification is based on criteria including skin color,

7 Displacements of recent internal migrants and even those who left their places of origin to
participate in the Bracero Program, and who have been residing in the state of Morelos for more
than 40 years.
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customs related to food and hygiene, musical preferences, forms of celebrating,
modalities in conflict processing, among other factors. This social border that
divides some from others, and that imprints particular relationship-based dynamics
among inhabitants, also currently impacts the configuration of differentiated
international trajectories.

Consequently, while oriundez does not refer to a particular identity, but rather to
the state from which one originates, it is experienced in these local spaces as an
important element of classification. For the purposes of our research, we use
oriundez in relation to Guerrero as a variable that allows for understanding certain
logical explanations of social differentiation and, thus, of social mobility and
exchange. In fact the context of departure analytical category was coined in light of
the consideration that oriundez prefigures certain characteristics of the context, and
that such characteristics might place an important role in the modalities of social
organization characterizing international migration from the state of Morelos.

Oriundez became an explanatory variable for certain processes that establish
the relationship between contexts of departure and the social organization of
Morelos migration. In other words, the oriundez of international migrants
departing from Morelos is a key element in understanding contexts of departure
and their relationship with the dynamics of international migration, including
factors such as concentration in certain places of destination, or to the contrary,
dispersion, as well as the definition/selection of certain points for crossing the
border, the migration strategies of family nucleuses in Morelos and the confor-
mation of certain international migration sequences and trajectories—which also
involve internal migration routes and sites of origin.

To illustrate the above, we can say—based on on the analysis of our survey and
also of course from previous evidence from interviews—that there is a significant
relationship between oriundez and places of destination in the United States.
Specifically, there is a high correlation between leaving Alta Palmira to the United
States, originating from Guerrero, and arriving in Chicago as one’s international
place of destination. Historically, a well-defined migration circuit has been
established between Alta Palmira and Chicago, to the extent that 65 % of all those
who leave Alta Palmira to emigrate to Chicago originate from Guerrero. In con-
trast, migrants from Alta Palmira who originate from Morelos emigrate to varying
places of destination and use different points to cross the border. In summary,
originating from Guerrero is an organizing element for certain migration
sequences and trajectories in the case of international migrants from Alta Palmira.

These considerations regarding the significance of originating from Guerrero
for those living in the Alta Palmira neighborhood do not necessarily refer to
particular expressions of identity, since oriundos from Guerrero who inhabit the
Alta Palmira neighborhood are also from Alta Palmira, and thus also from
Morelos. In other words, their forms of action and interaction are also mediated or
impacted by their socialization in this particular space (the neighborhood). What
we would like to emphasize through the above considerations is that while family
networks and oriundez do not necessarily determine their strategies for action in
everyday life, they do influence them, and lend them certain meaning and orient
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some courses of action in the social space they inhabit. Therefore, migrants from
Alta Palmira express different levels of belonging and different identity practices
in their action strategies. In summary while oriundez orients the course of certain
exchanges and displacements, and in this case particularly migration sequences,
the social organization of migration is a more complex process that requires an
analysis of the interaction among various variables, which intervene in migration
trajectories and the various mobility strategies.

6.4 The Data Construction Process

6.4.1 What is Data?

We conceive of two different ways of understanding and constructing data. First, a
piece of data can be considered, as typically the case in basic sciences, as a
number, a piece of certain information, an initial experimental piece of evidence,
or an empirical finding (in the case of social sciences), that has a referent in reality
and that may come from direct field work, from documentary sources, or from
other previously conducted studies. In this case we use the term first order data,
acknowledging that it is also a construction, but it is constituted in the early phase
of a research study.

Secondly, a piece of data is also a theoretical-empirical construction, or in other
words, a product of the exercise of filtering initial evidence obtained in exploratory
field work, or the initial stage of research, through the analysis strategy developed
with conceptual and methodological structure. This new data, then, is constructed
in this way, and can specifically be a result of research. This is what we refer to,
throughout this text, as complex data or second order data.8

Thus, data construction is necessarily a complex process that requires different
approaches, and does not necessarily follow linear, inflexible formulas. This does
not indicate a lack of scientific rigor, and to the contrary, represents the possibility
of approaching knowledge production from different paths (cf. for example Corona
Berkin and Kaltmeier 2012).

Below, we will present two processes through which data was constructed in
our research. The two schemes illustrate the epistemological modalities in the
production of knowledge related to the migration process and forms of social
organization in Morelos. The first demonstrates the design and transformation of
the oriundez category, as the analytical strategy was being developed and
re-formulated. The second demonstrates how this category is constituted as
complex data, as a consequence of the research and the subsequent exercise of

8 The reference to first or second order does not have a value-related connotation, but instead
refers exclusively to different moments in time during the research process, or different forms of
data construction.
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contrasting between different types and levels of findings. We present these two
processes separately with the aim of facilitating an understanding of the logic used
in the design of the analytical strategy and its lights and shades.

6.4.1.1 Process of Construction and Transformation of the Oriundez
Analytical Category: From First Order Data to Indicator and/
or New Data (Second Order Data)

The oriundez category, considered one of the analytical categories that organized
and facilitated the interpretation of our initial findings, had different connotations,
depending on the various stages of the research process (see Table 6.3). From first
order data constructed during the initial stage of gathering information in the
field—through ethnographic work and interviews—it became a complex variable
in the second stage of our research, coinciding with the application of question-
naires and the processing of the initial survey results. During the third stage, this
complex variable adopted two analytical modalities: on the one hand, as an
indicator, a product of the process in which the research strategy was developed
and operationalized, and on the other hand, as oriundez—in this case Guerrero
oriundez. It also adopted the modality of a research finding, which in turn can be
considered as new data (or second order data).

This process, which begins with first order data and culminates with second
order data, makes it possible to illustrate the dialectic nature and complexity of the
construction of analytical categories, data, variables and indicators—in other
words the research process itself, particularly in social sciences. This new data,
while second order at this moment during the research, can become first order, if it
constitutes the starting point for a different phase of research, or is picked up by
other researchers for beginning new research. Table 6.3 summarizes the process
just described.

6.4.1.2 Data Construction Process: From Indicators to Complex Data

Presented below is the data construction process throughout the three stages of
analytical strategy design. In the first stage we carried out field research work,
using ethnographic observation and in-depth interviews. During this stage we

Table 6.3 Process of constructing and transforming the oriundez category, in line with research
stages

First stage: (Ethnographic
work and interviews Initial
findings)

Second stage: (Questionnaire
application and initial results
from survey)

Third stage: (Contrasting
the two phases and instruments)

Oriundez as first
order data

Oriundez as complex variable Oriundez as indicator, new data
or second order data

Source The authors
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identified the primary indicators for analysis. In the second stage we constructed
variables by contrasting and placing into perspective the findings and indicators
from the previous stage. It was then possible to design a questionnaire that clearly
incorporated the indicators generated in the first stage. The main analytical
exercise in the second stage consisted of interaction among the variables created,
to establish associations among them and identify their level of meaning. A third
stage was represented by the moment in which certain second order data presented
as research results were constructed and generated. Presented in the scheme below
is the construction process for two variables: oriundez and migration trajectory,
with their respective indicators. This scheme illustrates the second modality used
in data construction (Fig. 6.1):

We can observe in this scheme that indicators were defined in the first stage,
through field research work, to be used later in constructing variables. In the
second stage, when the oriundez variable interacted with another variable, such as
migration trajectory, new data was generated, making it possible to gradually
define some results associated with our initial hypotheses. We can affirm from this,
for example, that Morelos international migration is much more complex than the
dichotomy between rural-origin and urban-origin migration. We can also maintain
that

the oriundez of international migrants departing from Morelos constitutes a key element in
understanding contexts of departure and their relationship with the dynamics of interna-
tional migration, such as concentration in certain places of destination, or dispersion, as
well as the definition of places for crossing the border, the migration strategies of family
nucleuses in contexts of departure, and the conformation of some international migration
sequences and trajectories (Rivera and Lozano 2006, p. 75).

Oriundez

Migratory
trajectory

In the case of 
Morelos, 

international
migration is
intrinsically
linked to the
dynamics of 

internal
migration

Fig. 6.1 Data construction process. Source The authors
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Consequently, if more variables interact in our analysis, we can increase the
complexity of our data and reach the point of sustaining the findings previously
proposed. Furthermore, this process allows us to illustrate how the oriundez and
migration trajectory variables—when they intersect (in the third stage of the
process)—generate complex data that indicates a research result: ‘‘In the case of
the state of Morelos, international migration is intrinsically linked to the dynamics
of internal migration’’ (Rivera and Lozano 2006, p. 75). This seemingly simple
result is a product of the interaction among diverse variables and is sustained in the
correlation between these variables, in an exercise that allows for de-constructing
variables into indicators, to then organize the variables and their level of
explanatory meaning once again, and understand their inter-connection with other
variables.

In summary the methodological strategy of this study adopted a constructivist
notion of data throughout the research process, that is, the need to gradually
construct and generate new data in each phase, based on the findings at different
levels and complexities. Therefore, the methodological strategy was built upon
two different modalities for constructing data. In the first modality we can observe
the process of the conversion of an analytical category, in which first order data are
transformed into variables and then into indicators, or can become new data. We
can also observe that, according to the scheme illustrating the second process,
certain indicators are generated on the basis of the initial field work and a prior
review of the literature on a certain topic. These indicators, in turn, become
variables, and in the interaction among these variables, new data or second order
data are generated.

These two processes make it possible to demonstrate that the initial research
hypotheses do not necessarily have to be proven in order for new data or research
results to be generated. Instead, the hypotheses serve as guidelines for clarifying
and generating analytical categories—which orient both the strategy and devel-
opment of the methodological design through various instruments, and also
generate different types of data, some more complex and others less so. The data
are gradually defined on the basis of the categories, or as products of the data
construction process itself in the course of the research.

In fact, another characteristic of the methodological strategy consisted of
complementing and verifying information and hypotheses that emerged from the
first stage, particularly in the first phase involving ethnographic work and inter-
views. The strategy was gradually enriched with information gathered through the
questionnaires, resulting in the construction of new variables and complex data,
based on the findings emerging from the various methodological instruments and
research stages.
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6.4.2 Methodological Design and Field Work: Devices
for Understanding the Relationship Between
Contexts and Social Organization

The methodological design was formulated using three instruments (ethnographic
observation, in-depth interviews and questionnaires applied to family nucleuses),
to propose three central questions, which actually constitute the research questions
that guided the study: (a) What type of trajectories are developed by migrants who
depart from urban contexts and from rural contexts in the state of Morelos?
(b) How does the context of departure impact the social organization of Morelos
migration and vice versa? and (c) What type of links and practices are developed
among Morelos migrants and members of their families residing in the places of
departure?

6.4.2.1 Units of Observation and Case Studies: How They Influenced
the Comparative Strategy

Our field research work was conducted over a period of 8 months, between
November 2004 and June 2005, in two spaces, specifically an urban neighborhood
known as Alta Palmira and a rural locality in the Mazatepec municipality known as
Cuauchichinola. The selection of the urban neighborhood and rural locality
responded basically to the project’s initial objectives, contemplating the compari-
son between migrants who depart from a rural space and those who depart from an
urban space, with a focus on observing the subsequent development of international
migration trajectories and sequences. In relation to the latter, the intention was to
understand family and community strategies that are involved in the migration
process, and that reveal the construction of networks and, fundamentally, modali-
ties of networking between migrants and their families residing in the localities
from which they began their journey to the north.

The idea of conducting two case studies was included in the initial research
design, with the aim of comparing two processes that we assumed were differ-
entiated—unlike the more common strategy in contemporary migration studies of
using in-depth case studies to document local endogenous processes. The urban
neighborhood and rural locality were experimental points of reference for testing
some initial suppositions regarding the behavior of urban and rural migrants.
These prior assumptions had been elaborated after a review of the literature, and
made the distinction between urban and rural migration patterns. The two localities
selected, defined by the official boundaries between states and municipalities, were
the units of observation for defining our field work and also defining the initial
scope of our research.

The selection of locations for conducting our field research was not oriented by
indexes of international migration intensity or a notion that international migration
was an extensive phenomenon in the region—since neither of the two localities
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selected are located in municipalities with particularly high migration intensity,
according to the migration intensity indexes elaborated by the National Population
Council (Consejo Nacional de Población—CONAPO 2000). We did, however,
have some prior evidence leading us to assume that international migration was an
experience within the everyday dynamics characterizing both places. Conse-
quently, what we had particularly identified were certain key informants in each
locality. And, we had basic sociodemographic information regarding the charac-
teristics of the two localities, however less information regarding the contexts in
which the two localities were inserted.

The characteristics of the two locations selected led us to suppose that we
would necessarily have highly-differentiated research results. And this could lead
us to return once again to our initial suppositions, which anticipated differentiated
migration patterns, one rural and one urban. Nevertheless, the initial empirical
evidence indicated that the two locations were not necessarily characterized by
major differences, and in fact some processes were actually similar and others
were only slightly different. We therefore began to look at the contexts of regional
dynamics in which the two spaces were inserted.

It is important to highlight that the cases studies proposed in this research have
the potential for constructing data from both documentary information as well as
information from on-site research—in other words, from both direct field research
and documentary sources. Fundamentally, however, these cases were proposed for
generating information that contributes toward understanding the relationship
between the contexts from which Morelos migrants depart for international
destinations and the particular forms of social organization in the localities from
which we are observing the displacements.

In this sense the heuristic value of comparison also enhances the analysis of
scenarios and dynamics through case studies (Ragin and Becker 1992). Thus, our
research proposed the need for comparatively studying these migration patterns on
the basis of certain contexts of departure, considering the places as test sites, or
units of observation, from which comparisons can be made of migration trajec-
tories, individual vital sequences, and also the dynamics among the family
nucleuses involved in the migration experience. Nonetheless, such comparison
remains focused on the fact that what are comparable are the processes carried out
on the basis of these contexts of departure, not the places in and of themselves. In
other words, these processes should be analyzed as rooted in regional contexts,
however without forgetting that contexts are not only the frameworks in which
differentiated courses of action are produced. They are also in continuous inter-
action with processes, through the experience of multiple mobilities, and then
mutually impacting each other.

This is the reason for which the comparative strategy was not proposed in the
redesigning of our research as a central objective, since because discreet units are
not recovered for subsequent comparison—as is usually the case in conventional
comparative studies—but instead the processes and trajectories generated from
certain contexts of departure are observed, comparison points to a redefinition of
objectives, and even more so, to the construction of a methodological strategy for
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simultaneously documenting processes, finding their particularities as well as
similarities with those generated from other contexts of departure. In the end the
ongoing comparison made it possible to establish a dialectic inter-relationship
between the context of departure and social organization.

6.4.3 Methodological Instruments

6.4.3.1 Ethnographic Observation

A set of guidelines for observation was designed for the ethnographic work to be
carried out, to facilitate specific observations of the social context of the locality in
question as the unit of observation.9 These guidelines facilitated organizing visits
and recording observations, ordered on the basis of identifying the various places
of social centrality mentioned by inhabitants and selected by those carrying out the
field work after a number of trips had been made through the localities. The
important spaces in which families residing in the localities meet and interact were
located and marked in the logbook, to create a type of map (including primarily
sports fields and areas, parks, certain street corners, stores, small restaurants,
government offices, churches, and the locations of some local celebrations), and a
search was made to reveal the everyday dynamics of relationships among inhab-
itants in the locations, with the aim of learning about the prevailing forms of social
organization. This work was complemented in an important way with information
from some historic documents containing elements revealing dynamics (including
references of certain local families), the urban landscape, distributed lands and
ejidal lands, conurbation processes and the introduction of some public services, as
well as various moments in time during the formation of social spaces.10

There were significant, decisive moments during the field work that influenced
the ways in which these places were viewed. One of these was the first visit made
to Cuauchichinola, where we found that there were eight religious establishments
in a relatively small locality, giving us an idea of the local religious diversity, and
later helping us to understand the mobility between religions and also religious
conversions. Another moment was the first interview with the municipal agent that
gave us an idea of the political plurality in the locality. We learned that during the
last four terms of municipal government, the locality had been governed by four
different political parties.

9 See Grills (1998) regarding the importance of conducting ethnographic field work using
guidelines designed for ethnographic observation, as an instrument for filtering interpretative
aspects (what people say) and interactive aspects (how people act in their social environments).
10 In reference to the ethnographic observation in the field of migration studies in Mexico cf.
Hirai and Shinji (2012). Additionally see classical articles on ethnographic research linked to
migration studies, such as Marcus, 1995 (English version) and 2001 (Spanish version) and also,
Gupta and Ferguson (2008).
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Meanwhile, one element that emerged repeatedly in Alta Palmira, from the
initial field visits and trips, was the persistent division characterizing the neigh-
borhood, manifested in many ways in the inhabitants’ discourses and practices.
The constant references to ‘upper’ and ‘lower,’ and between ‘them’ and ‘us,’
revealed the presence of a significant population from the state of Guerrero, as
opposed to the population from Morelos, with the latter having founded the
neighborhood and settled in the lower part. These characteristics of local dynamics
helped to refine the perspective for preparing interviews and attempting to
understand the relationship between these contexts of departure, social dynamics
and migration as a complex social process.

6.4.3.2 In-Depth Interviews

The second instrument consisted of in-depth interviews designed to tell life stories,
outlining migration trajectories by reconstructing the vital history of migrants and
their families. We conducted 32 in-depth interviews in the two communities, at
two different times. The interviews were initially directed at local authorities,
representatives of churches, and individuals previously identified as international
migrants, including not only young, recent migrants but also individuals who had
participated in the Bracero Program (1942–1964). Some of the latter had pro-
longed their stay or diversified their routes in the United States, or had facilitated
the migration of the next generation—their sons and daughters—to the United
States, sometimes with immigration documents.

Later, in-depth interviews were conducted with members of the migrants’
families, basically migrants’ wives, mothers and/or parents whose husbands or
sons were working in the United States at that time (in this group, 65 % of those
interviewed were women). One of the central topics during this phase of the
interviews was associated with the forms of networking used by families residing
in the localities and the members of their families who were immigrants in the
United States, the frequency and modalities of their contact, and the vital expe-
rience generated by distance.

The interviews helped us in reconstructing the translocal and transnational
topographies of displacements, and identifying the places of destination, of transit
and of border crossings, as well as the strategies used by migrants for moving from
one place to another (cf. Velasco and Gianturco 2012), their jobs, the intensity and
modalities of networking, the contact between migrants and members of their
families remaining in the localities, the frequency of movements and number of
trips, the sending of remittances, gifts or other goods, as well as some of the
characteristics of the context of departure that may or may not affect the way in
which migrants construct social networks or establish themselves in common or
differentiated destinations.

In the end these elements made it possible for us to refine and design the ana-
lytical categories for reformulating the analytical areas offocus, on the one hand, and
then, to introduce new elements to also explore through the use of a questionnaire.
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6.4.3.3 Comprehensive Questionnaire

Our ethnographic work and interviews were notably enriched with the 2005
CRIM-UNAM Morelos Migration Survey—our third methodological instrument—
with the application of a comprehensive questionnaire11 to family nucleuses in
both localities. The sample of family nucleuses was selected by mapping the
blocks and housing units per locality and constructing stratified random samples in
the two localities being studied, taking into account the total housing units, not
only those with migrants. A total of 374 questionnaires were applied, 180 in Alta
Palmira and 194 in Cuauchichinola, during the month of June 2005.

The questionnaire’s basic unit of analysis is the family nucleus, defined as all
the members of the household residing in the locality, plus the sons and daughters
who do not live there, and reside in the United States or in a different Mexican
state. Using this concept of the family nucleus makes it possible for us to gather
information regarding sons and daughters, how they are related to the rest of the
family nucleus and the arrangements made in families within internal and inter-
national migration processes. It also makes it possible for us to identify the links
and relationships maintained by family members who do not emigrate, with those
who do, and this is precisely the information that can potentially respond to the
concerns proposed in the initial research design. The questionnaire’s unit of
analysis was also, of course, constructed with the intention of responding to the
particular research objectives, although some of the instruments we reviewed when
designing our own did not use this unit of analysis in their survey.

The questionnaire has three basic sets of questions including an initial section in
which the general information on household members is recorded (name, age, sex,
schooling, family relationship, place of residence), a second section in which the
migration trajectory of each member of the family nucleus is recorded, indepen-
dently of where they reside, as well as their economic participation in the
household through remittances, for example. If a member of the family nucleus has
international migration experience, an additional form is filled out, specifying
experiences in crossing the border, strategies used in their trip, use and cost
of coyotes and polleros, the place where they were hired, and their particular
trajectories as international migrants.

One of the characteristics of this questionnaire is that it contains closed and
semi-closed questions that typically appear in similar questionnaires for gathering

11 The comprehensive questionnaire follows the design and logic of open interviews in some
sections, and uses some aspects of the design from the Mexican Migration Project ethno-survey,
however with significant ad hoc additions to the characteristics of family nucleuses in the
localities where the instrument was applied and to the particular objectives of this study. Prior to
designing and applying the questionnaire, we had conducted ethnographic work and in-depth
interviews, and consequently were familiar with both localities. We consider this instrument to be
a comprehensive questionnaire, because it reveals information that can be both quantified and
qualified, specifically allowing for interpretations that can be generalized as well as interpre-
tations of the particular characteristics of families and individuals.
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information on migration processes, but also very notable are open questions that
allow for recording qualitative information on the regional dynamics of migration
in Morelos, particularly in relation to two topics: forms of social networking and
practices of exchange between migrants and their families.

6.5 Some Reflections on the Dialectic Nature of Research

This research proposal falls within what Faist (1997) identifies as research at the
meso level of analysis, aimed at looking at the intermediate structures between the
micro and macro levels (Faist 1997, p. 255). Consequently, the last objective of our
study was not to understand exactly the structural conditions that make migration
possible, or the modalities in the decision-making by individual migrants, but was
focused particularly on analyzing the ways in which the structures and social
connections between actors, including both individuals and groups, influence
migrants’ social strategies, and in the concrete case of this study, how certain
migration trajectories evolve and how diverse modalities of networking between
migrants and non-migrants are established in accordance with contexts of depar-
ture. Throughout this text the latter has been noted as the relationship between
contexts of departure and the social organization of migration, which became the
analytical axes that gave structure to the research strategy used and that set the tone
for thinking postfactum about the way in which the research process was con-
ducted—beginning with the original proposal, including the diverse processes of
data construction, and concluding with the presentation of findings.

It is important to establish the level of analysis adopted because we can then
identify the perspective from which the researchers developed both their con-
ceptual framework and their strategy for analysis. Also, this consideration leads to
reflection on the explanatory scope of such a strategy by looking through this
particular analytical lens, confined in spatial terms to units of observation from
which researchers attempted to reveal contexts of departure and their interrela-
tionship with the social organization of migration. Therefore even when the
instruments for gathering information were methodologically designed to capture
diverse strategies of mobility, through the connections established beyond the
places where the questionnaires, interviews and ethnographic observation took
place, they were limited methodologically by the experiences of those who were
our informants in the Alta Palmira neighborhood and in Cuauchichinola. And they
were also limited to the experiences registered in the places of departure.

In other words even though the analytical lens of this research was focused on
taking a ‘panoramic’ approach to the social relationships established from these
contexts of departure, we find that the social organization of migration is a
complex process that makes it necessary to also consider the contexts of arrival
and the way direct research evolves in these places constructed/influenced by the
other contexts involved in migration dynamics (contexts of arrival and transit).
It was not possible to fully develop the latter in our study, even though we could
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identify certain effects of migration strategies and trajectories in the places of
destination. Thus, the lens used and its consequent theoretical-methodological
strategy did allow for a certain degree of analytical depth, by observing the
processes from the contexts of departure, however it also imposed certain meth-
odological limitations that should be considered in order to fully understand the
relationship between contexts of departure and the social organization of migration.

Despite the methodological limitation indicated, the research became increas-
ingly profound analytically, and for example, allowed for analysis of both structural
processes as well as subjective processes involved in the dialectic relationship
between contexts of departure and the social organization of migration. A notable
example of this is the analytical category of oriundez. Another is the consideration
that the social space constructed as a result of the social organization of migration
depends on the interaction of variables both structural in nature—such as the char-
acteristics of the economic activities carried out in the neighborhood and the local-
ity—and also subjective in nature—such as those that refer to the particular forms in
which modalities of social differentiation are generated and expressed in these places
(religious groups, political preferences, amount of time residing in a single place,
musical preferences, daily habits, skin color, social origins, and others) (cf. Rivera
Sánchez 2012). These topics that refer to both structural as well as subjective
processes are included in the various devices prepared for field work (questionnaires,
interview guides, ethnographic observation and recording). Also, the information
regarding both processes was studied through both the closed questions included in
the questionnaires, as well as in the open questions developed for both the guidelines
for the in-depth interviews and in some modules of the questionnaire—and for this
reason we refer to this latter instrument as a comprehensive questionnaire.

In addition ethnographic observation was focalized on these same topics, and
allowed for specifying the characteristics of, for example, complementary family
income strategies, or the combination between formal and informal employment,
as well as other topics associated with involvement by coyotes, who are significant
local actors for understanding the social organization of migration, or other ele-
ments conditioning social dynamics, such as the role of religious diversification in
these particular contexts, or the role of the alliances and networks derived from
paisanaje and padrinazgo, to mention only a few examples.

The need to identify both structural and subjective processes undoubtedly comes
from the original hypotheses and research proposal. Thus, the re-formulation of the
analytical axes, research questions and categories of analysis required a strategy
with a lens focused on these two spheres. However, it is also true that the multi-
method design made it feasible to maintain a perspective of meso level of analysis,
prioritizing the inter-relationship between the macro and the micro, structural and
subjective processes, and lastly, the meso level of social relationships, as a
dimension of sociological analysis. In this way the methodological design became
an important factor for constructing and redesigning both the methodological and
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analytical strategies (cf. for example Pedreño 2010; Lara 2010). Despite the
methodological limitations noted earlier, the strategy demonstrated great analytical
potential for successfully carrying out the research proposed.

Finally, the process of reconstructing both the methodological strategy and the
theoretical-analytical framework of the various phases of our research made it
possible to illustrate what has been mentioned throughout this chapter as a con-
structivist strategy. This is not only in relation to data construction specifically, as
demonstrated in the second part of this chapter, but to the research process itself,
of complexity. This process of give and take, of constructing and deconstructing
from its initial conception to the presentation of results—since this process has
involved going back and forth in the definition of categories, variables, indicators
and data with different levels analytical categories and other variables, and of
generating different data is what has been referred to—at different moments
throughout the exchange of viewpoints during the methodological seminars that
gave rise to this book—as the dialectics of social research.
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Chapter 7
Investigating at the ‘Source’: Rethinking
the Transnational Social Space
from the Contexts of Departure

Alicia Torres and Gioconda Herrera

Abstract This chapter presents a research project that analyses the dynamic of a
social space in Ecuador with a long migratory tradition. It examines the process
through which conceptual tools, as well as questions and the methodological
strategy described at the beginning of the study, were progressively changed as a
result of experience in the field. Its specific subject is how the initial plan to study
networks and transnational ties turned into a study of the social and cultural
construction of the migratory experience. This meant, in methodological terms,
moving from a research strategy addressing both the source and receiving coun-
tries to concentrating on the ‘source’ as the research space. With this reformula-
tion, the chapter attempts to problematize the importance assigned, in studies on
transnational migration, to the departure contexts. It addresses the relatively
simplistic readings of the places of origin of migrants that tend to homogenize
them to the same extent that they homogenize the labour markets into which
migrants are inserted on arriving at their destinations.

Keywords Ecuador � Migration � Methodology � Place � Transnationalism

7.1 Introduction

This chapter presents a reflection on a research project in progress that analyzes
the dynamic of a social space with a long migratory tradition in Ecuador. The
purpose of the project is to examine the way in which the migratory experience has
affected the reconfiguration of relations of inequality and exclusion in the area, the
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kind of articulation among the global, national, and local that comes into play in
this reconfiguration of social space, and the way hierarchies of class, gender, and
ethnicity are being changed in the process. This study is part of an interpretative
concern regarding how the relation between globalization and social inequality are
translated in their local manifestations.

The chapter examines the process through which both conceptual tools, as well
as questions and the methodological strategy stated at the beginning of the study,
were progressively changed in the course of the investigation, as a result of con-
frontations on the ground; it seeks to demonstrate how the study’s early findings
resulted in the elimination of some conceptual tools, the strengthening of others,
and the refining of still others, determining, at the same time, changes in meth-
odological options. The objective of the article is to make explicit the way the study
was redefined and to bring into relief the constant movement, back and forth,
between concepts and findings in the field in the construction of our interpretations.

The specific subject that we illustrate is how the initial plan to do a study about
networks and transnational ties created by families and migrant communities
between Ecuador and Spain turned into a study on the social and cultural con-
struction of the migratory experience and, more precisely, of the feelings of family
and community belonging in this experience. This meant, in methodological terms,
moving from a research strategy in the source and receiving countries to con-
centrating on the ‘‘source’’ as the research space. With this reformulation, we
attempt to problematize the importance assigned, in studies on transnational
migration, to the departure contexts. We seek to complexity the relatively sim-
plistic readings of the places of origin of migrants that tend to homogenize them to
the same extent that they homogenize the labor markets in which migrants are
inserted on arriving at their destinations. In so doing, there arises the challenge of
how to understand this complexity in a productive fashion, without getting lost in a
forest of interrelations that cause further confusion.

Responding to this challenge generated the need to look for a way to think
about the presence of the transnational beyond that which a bi-directional focus of
migration calls ‘source’. We opted for an exploration of the spatialization of the
transnational in the source contexts from two dynamics closely related to forms of
inequality: how gender and family relations have been reconfigured and what has
happened with the process of ethnic identification.

On the other hand, as a result of this reflection, we also explore the use of
comparison in this research experience as a tool to control levels of complexity. In
effect, while at first we considered comparison among different receiving countries
as a way to understand the diversity of ‘departure’ and arrival situations, now we
argue that comparison makes sense if the relation with receiving states and the
times of migration is abandoned, and it becomes instead a way to better understand
the differences in the social fabric in the source societies.

The study takes place in the province of Cañar, in southern Andean Ecuador,
specifically, in Cañar County which, since the beginning of the twentieth century,
has experienced migrations. At first, residents migrated to coastal areas special-
izing in sugar cane production and, beginning in 1950, to the United States. In the
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last decade, Spain has become an important destination, especially for the indig-
enous population, which had also been a major source of labor for sugar cane
plantations for various decades. This is an eminently agricultural area, whose
residents have combined subsistence farming with internal and external migrant
labor. That is, it has been inserted in both the internal and international markets
principally through its labor force.

Currently, male and female indigenous and mestizo migrants from Cañar feed
the agricultural labor force in the agro-exporting area of Murcia (Spain) and also
the construction, textile manufacturing, and service (gardeners, kitchen help,
waiters, domestic labor, and caretakers) sectors in New York City. With more than
30 years of international migration and 9 % of its population living abroad,
Cañar’s landscape has gradually changed, revealing the presence of remittances in
new urban and consumer forms though, it seems, with little impact on poverty
rates that, according to official figures, remain among the highest in the country. At
the same time, mobility has transformed the demographic characteristics and the
family structures of the area. The presence of international migration is felt in the
more rapid drop in fertility rates than on the national level, the reduction of the
younger cohorts (20–44 years of age), and in family composition which, contrary
to the tendency in Latin America and nationally, demonstrates a predominance of
extended families. Today, these represent 41 % of all homes in the county and
62 % of homes with a migrant family member (ODNA 2008).

Below, we present the path that led to the reformulation mentioned earlier. In
the first part, we present the conceptual starting points, then we contrast the setting
constructed at the beginning of the study with the setting found in the study’s
exploration phase. A third section presents the reformulations in terms of the
conceptual tools and methodological strategy that this implied. A fourth part is
dedicated to the lessons and challenges that remain in this study.

7.2 Our Interpretive Points of Departure

In our initial proposal, the reconstruction of transnational ties was theoretically
conceived from two entry points: on the one hand, from a feminist political economy
perspective in order to visualize the different forms of gender and class inequality
and exclusion present in transnationalized social reproduction. At the same time, we
intended to work with ethnicity as a process of political construction that takes into
account, historically, the different forms and practices related to identity and how
this is politicized, in what contexts, and in light of what social dynamics.

As for the first, inequality is understood, according to feminist political econ-
omy, as a structural dimension of globalization with concrete expressions at the
regional, local family, and subjective scales, and these can be examined through
social reproduction practices. According to Bakker and Gil (2003), the political
global economy generally is explained as the product of the interrelation between
states and the market, leaving aside all those aspects related to social reproduction,
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understood as the transformation of social processes and the mechanisms, insti-
tutions, and practices necessary for the sustenance of communities. This implies,
fundamentally but not exclusively, the social organization of care-giving, in
addition to the more general process of life sustenance. Feminists thus propose
recovering in analyses of globalization aspects related to social reproduction and
the sustainability of life at its various scales, that is, both at the places of arrival
and in the reorganization of the departure contexts.

Analyses from the feminist political economy point of view proved useful to the
extent that they allowed us to examine the logic of recent female migration: how
have care-giving activities been distributed and redistributed in the international
system in which the immigrant work force provide care in rich countries, through
domestic labor, for example, in many cases, in detriment to the care and social
protection provided to populations in the countries of origin (Hondagneu-Sotelo
and Ávila 2003; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001; Salazar 2001; Ehrenreich and Hoch-
schild 2003). The reconstruction of the global care chains permits an analysis of
the different links in globalized social reproduction, centering on the critical nodes
precisely where care is most vulnerable: the source societies. In this sense, care-
giving had to be examined not only within the framework of gender relations but
in overlapping class, ethnic, regional, and geopolitical relations.

Understanding the dynamics of female migration, transnational motherhood,
and care arrangements in connection with transnational dynamics, that is, to the
extent that links in the global care chains, seemed to be an interesting path for
research into gender relations and migration at the local, regional, and global scale.
This framework served to interpret the female Ecuadorian migratory experience,
of urban origin; it was thus valid to think that a study of a rural, indigenous
environment, such as Cañar, could provide new clues regarding how to understand
these links in social transnational reproduction.

In addition, we took up the work of other researchers in the gender and
migration field, whose authors emphasized the need to take into account how
transnational relations were marked by power relations between the genders.
Examples of this were the deployment of mechanisms to control remittances, by
transnational husbands vis-à-vis their wives, or the control, through networks of
relatives, of women’s sexuality (D’Aubeterre 2001; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila
2003; Herrera 2006). That is, from the gender relations point of view, these net-
works are spaces for the reproduction of relations of power and inequality among
men, women, father/mothers and children. Thus, for example, the work of
D’Aubeterre (2001) demonstrates that transnational families do not necessarily
break with hegemonic family patterns, in spite of upsetting many daily practices.1

In the same sense, with respect to ethnic inequalities and the process of
politicization of the ethnic, the starting point was the discussion regarding

1 This criticism has already been presented by feminist anthropology, demonstrating that on
treating the family like a unified and uniform whole, unequal power relations existing within,
cultural and ideological values that permeate role assignment, the construction of identities, and
the reproductive conditions of persons were rendered invisible (Moore 1988).
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community as a uniform classification, in both territorial and identification terms.
That is, the starting point was a preliminary classification, first to delimit a space,
the community, and, second, to identify the difference between the indigenous and
the non-indigenous, a discussion that will lead us to the problem of identity or,
better, to the processes of identity construction. However, before dealing with the
identity issue, we have to point out that on speaking of community, it is assumed
that this is a place that is ‘‘particular, differentiated, and opposed to other places’’
(Gupta and Ferguson 1997, p. 13), politically constructed through the practices
incorporated, where the communal and the communitarian are not ‘‘simply the
recognition of a cultural similarity or of a social contiguity, but a classificatory
system founded on various forms of exclusion and of the construction of other-
ness’’ that defines personal and collective identifications (Gupta and Ferguson
1997, p. 13). At the same time, we proposed looking at the process of identity
construction as ‘‘a relation of difference almost always unstable and mobile’’
(Gupta and Ferguson 1997, p. 13), not as an essence, not as a primordial element;
‘‘identity is not a problem of recognition of a communality already present, nor is
it the invention of an identity originating in a void, but, rather, it is the effect of
structural relations of power and inequality. Rather than being a product of the
same culture, of the same community, or of the same place, identity is a domain
forever in dispute’’ (Gupta and Ferguson 1997, p. 14).

With respect to the production of identity, we return to Brubaker (2000, p. 4),
who asks what identity is, and proposes that some key terms in the interpretative
social sciences are, at the same time, categories of social and political practice2

and a category of socio political analysis, and situates the term identity with this
double function. As a category of practice, it is used by common actors to make
sense of themselves, their activities, and to situate the difference from others, and it
is used by those ‘‘political entrepreneurs to persuade the people to understand
themselves, their interests…to persuade people that they are ‘identical’ to one
another and, at the same time, different from others, and to justify and organize
collective action…’’ (Brubaker 2000, p. 5). But, for Brubaker, this ‘‘reality’’ does
not justify using the term as a category of analysis because one runs the risk of
doing that which the category does in practice: essentialize and reify. Thus, the
analytical category should take into account that reification process.

If identity is taken as a historical process of the construction of difference, this
assumes the presence of actors and, to take that into account, Brubaker proposes
the category of identification, ‘‘which invites the analyst to specify those agents
making the identification’’ (Brubaker 2000, p. 14). These identification processes
are generated in diverse contexts: the actor (self-identification in relation to the
‘‘other’’); relational identifications (family, boss-client, etc.); categorical identifi-
cations (in reference to class, race, gender, nationality, citizenship, etc.). This

2 A category of practice defines them as those of daily social experience, developed and
deployed by common social actors (Brubaker 2000, p. 4).
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process also assumes taking into account who produces said identifications and
categorizations and from what place (Brubaker 2000, p. 15).

However, identifications do not necessarily need a specific actor, but, rather, the
process can take place through discourses and narratives that permeate ways of
thinking and talking about, and making sense of, the social world (Brubaker 2000,
p. 16).

Approaching the subject of community and identify means debating with tradi-
tion in studies of communities, especially in the Ecuadorian case, of associating a
form of social and economic organization of indigenous groups with a form of
territorial occupation. That is, long and torturous definitions and discussions have
always had as their starting point the amalgam of these two aspects: the community
is equal to social organization plus territory. To this is added the role of the indig-
enous movement in politicizing ethnicity as part of their gestation process and their
political identity, and of promoting the reinvention and putting into practice tradi-
tions, beliefs, and forms of social and family organization. One of these reconstituted
forms, in which that political ethnicity is condensed, is precisely the indigenous
community. Thanks to the organizing process and the political nature that identity
acquires, the community is converted, supposedly, into the center and the place
where that ethnic identification is recreated, endowed with ancestral elements, with
practices of equality and complementarity that serve to reaffirm the difference from
the ‘other’. International migration proposes, in fact, the questioning of said iden-
tification, and that we ask ourselves how to conceive a community without com-
munal property, without a territory prior to the ‘creation’ of that space, as a space for
the construction of identity and of social and economic relations.

Our third point of departure will be the concept of transnationalism that
emphasized the need to transcend the space of the national state in the analysis of
migration, and to underline the importance of the double frame of reference to
understand the dynamics of migrants, both men and women, as well as the
dynamics of local space. Methodologically, we constructed the social transnational
field by going back and forth, beginning with the experience from the context of
the departure, moving to the destination countries, and then taking into account the
return. In other words, we maintained a perspective of reconstruction of the social
organization of migration, of its networks, its internal inequalities, both here and
there, in the most synchronic fashion possible, in order to capture the simultaneity
of migratory dynamics and the double frames of reference in which the strategies
of migrant families and political organizations unfolded.

7.3 The Strategy that We Constructed
and the Setting We Found

Studies on international migration in Ecuador are recent, in spite of the fact that in
some areas of the country, it has been an extensive practice since the 1940s; both
for certain urban sectors of Quito and Guayaquil in the 1970s and 1980s and for
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indigenous groups, the Otavalo Kichwa, for example, and peasants from the south
of the country who combined in their trajectories internal migration with move-
ments to the United States.3 More recently, academic interest in this phenomenon
arose, primarily, beginning with the exodus that took place at the end of the 1990s,
in which a more urban and impoverished middle class profile predominates.4

Choosing Cañar as the research setting had to do with making complex the look
at recent migration to Europe, centering the analysis in an area with a longer
migratory trajectory, with a variety of destinations, and in which interethnic
relations are relevant given the significant presence of the indigenous population
and their high levels of politicization.

In effect, in the Cañar region two, or even three, moments in Ecuadorian
migration converge: internal migration, urban and rural (parish) to the United
States, and indigenous migration to Spain. It is also an area of strong politicization
of ethnic identity. In effect, beginning in 1990, as in many other areas of the Sierra
and the Amazon in the country, indigenous organization in Cañar began to acquire
a leading role in the local political dynamic, managing to destabilize the traditional
domination of mestizo groups and achieving a degree of negotiating power with
the state. In that sense, this was an appropriate area for exploring the encounters
and des-encounters between international migration and the politicizing of ethnic
identity. The study proposes to look at the whether the migratory process was
changing interethnic relations in the area and, at the same time, how the migratory
experience of the indigenous people could be questioning forms of ethnic
politicization.

At the same time, this contrast between previous and recent migration took on
meaning for the purpose of understanding continuities and transformations in
family arrangements and gender relations given that traditional male migration
seemed to be giving way to the migration of women, either in family reunification
processes or in the form of independent migrants.5

Cañar thus appears to be an ideal setting for comparing two migratory flows,
recent and past, to two different countries, with potentially different family
arrangements due to female migration and as a space for analyzing the ways in
which ethnic identity is constructed. That is, we began with a perspective that
conceived the times of migration, the destinations, and the actors as stable and
permanent elements that responded more to the construction of a typology.

Thus, two studies of transnational homes and transnational cultural/political
organizations were proposed in the source and receiving countries. The idea was to
do a follow-up of the trajectory of migrant homes with children in the country of

3 Peasant migration to the United States has been studied by Kyle (2000), Pribilsky (2007), Miles
(2004).
4 Migration to Europe has been analyzed in the following works: Herrera et al. (2005), Ramírez
and Ramírez (2006), Pedone (2006), Lagomarsino (2006), Camacho (2005), Herrera (2006,
2007), among others.
5 According to ODNA (2008), the number of women leaving increased more than that of men
between 2000 and 2007, both to Spain and to the United States.
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origin, and of organizations to understand from that point of view the character-
istics of transnational ties.

The setting or context that we found marked a change in our approach to the
area and also implied change in our analytical frameworks and methodological
strategies. One of the first matters confirmed was that the migratory dynamic took
place in broader spatial and temporal frameworks. To begin with, the times of
migrations previously identified–internal, to the United States, and, more recently,
to Spain–had become much more complex. In effect, we found that migration to
the United States was also recent, and also much more significant than migration
from the area to Spain, and that the former took place in conditions of high risk
and greater vulnerability, compared with earlier experiences. In addition, there
were more migratory destinations and the presence of a migrant population from
countries bordering Ecuador. That is to say, the levels of mobility of the popu-
lation were far greater than those we had imagined and, above all, seemed to have
different rhythms. It was not so much a matter of an increase in mobility in recent
times but, rather, of a permanent movement with different rhythms of intensity. It
was thus necessary to explore what factors had provoked this mobility and how to
begin to characterize the social dynamics of the region from on that basis of
movement and not only on the basis of transformations caused by the movement of
some persons.

In the second place, the politicizing of ethnic identity did not appear as clear cut
as imagined, based on the history of organizations in the region. In effect, the
emigration of community members and the formation, at the destination point, of
associations of indigenous migrants from Cañar who seek to be involved in the
application of public policies in countries of both origin and destination, has
presented challenges to the traditional ways of organizing and of the politicization
of the ethnic, raising question about power relations within the organizations,
about traditional forms of representation, about participation, and, definitely about
the very conception of the community as an expression of identity.

In the third place, an initial approach to gender relations and the upsetting of
care arrangements caused by migration in the area demonstrated that the setting
was not solely one of the feminization of migrations; men, and especially young
people, continued to migrate, and transnational family dynamics did not neces-
sarily correspond to the different times or destinations of migration but, rather,
different dynamics coexisted. On the one hand, there are those derived from male
migration that cause a series of negotiations and tensions for women who stay
behind, from processes of empowerment to dynamics of social and sexual control
by the family group and social networks. On the other hand, what seems to have
been accentuated are those homes with two migrant parents, which assumes more
complex restructurings of social reproduction strategies and in the social organi-
zation of care, an element often exposed to greater vulnerability. Finally, we also
found among female emigrants mothers without a partner whose leaving has
different implications, both in terms of care practices and in relation to gender
ideologies present in the local context.
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This led us to believe that transnational family relations were going to be marked
by these diverse gender configurations, given that each would illustrate different
power games both within family networks and in relation to the community.

But in addition, this first look at homes and migrant families based on the
impact on care practices and gender ideologies left out other dimensions of the
family that became relevant in exploratory visits. In effect, what was striking was
the proliferation of discourses on family disintegration that we heard locally,
expressed by both actors directly related (family members) and indirectly involved
(teachers, public servants, non-migrant families) with migration. These discourses
seemed to have been activated especially when women departed, that is, in rela-
tively recently, and often resulted in negative representations of female migration.
This was in contrast to the meticulousness and the resources invested in family
events, such as baptisms, 15th birthday parties, marriages, in which the ‘‘good
health’’ of migrant families seemed to be put to the test, as though the vulnerability
to which family ties were subjected with international migration were being
symbolically counteracted with these collective practices demonstrating the
importance of family ties for transnational homes.6

Finally, separation and physical distance contrasted with the presence of absent
family members through transnational ties: 81 % of children from homes with
migrant parents receive remittances, 91 % have telephone contact with their father
or mother at least once a month, 56 % receive other gifts, and 78 % have received
photos or videos (ODNA 2008).

That is, following that proposed by Pribilsky (2007), analysis of the migrant
family had to go beyond economic and social reproduction strategies and inves-
tigate the meanings—the tensions and contradictions—that arise from these
practices for members of both transnational homes and communities.

In other words, the setting of the initial comparative research proposal between
migratory destination and migratory times—past and recent—did not hold up.
There was a need to rethink how to approach that reality in order to restate
questions that would get at the complexity of the departure contexts, the logics of
underlying power, and the meanings assigned by social agents to the transfor-
mations of institutions such as the family and the community.

The dialogue between the initial proposal, both analytical and methodological,
and the information that we received from the ‘field’ led us to abandon our initial
premise, that is, of viewing the study area as susceptible to type-casting. We
needed to break with the initial construction of the research setting and find a set of
conceptual tools that allowed us to formulate new questions, that recovered per-
spective on the process, in which times, destinations, and actors were seen in an
overlapping fashion.

6 Jason Pribilsky, in his study of another community in the province of Cañar, points out that
these festive events serve to counteract the dominant discourses of family disintegration, coming
especially from urban mestizo sectors, and suggests looking at the family, at its reconstruction in
the country of origin, as a symbolic refuge in the face of the difficulties inherent in the migratory
experience (2007, pp. 21, 22).
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7.4 New Questions and Reformulation of Tools of Analysis

Neither global care chains nor deterritorialized communities, though dressed in
constructivist notions that aimed at dismantling power relations, were tools that
allowed us to come face to face with the complexity of the departure contexts we
found. The view of the transnational that we had constructed methodologically
tended to homogenize and des-historicize the departure space, to analyze it in a
fixed fashion, and, thus, to make invisible the social dynamics and the transfor-
mations that occurred there. It was at this point that we understood that we were
not interested in getting to the bottom of the social organization of migration or the
last link in a chain of global inequalities but, rather, in understanding the trans-
formation that would be occurring in the local space, both in relation to the senses
of belonging to a specific idea of community and with respect to the senses
associated with the idea of family and family ties. It was a matter of understanding
how the local is constantly reconstructed in its relationship with the global, in this
case, with practices derived from the migratory experience and how this recon-
struction of the local, of that related to family and community implied—or not—a
new relation among the families, in the construction of communities and also with
the local political space (Ward 2003, pp. 84–86).

This implied, in turn, an emphasis on the importance of reconstructing
migratory dynamics from a historical perspective that would allow for seeing the
construction of transnational social spaces as an irregular process, with moments
of greater and lesser intensity, and underlining social agency in a local transna-
tionalized dynamic. That is, it was a matter of getting away from the initial type-
casting to bring out the process and the way in which, in this process, the social
senses of belonging, local as well as community and family, had been constructed.

The first element requiring redefinition was that of space, of territory, of place,
the elements constituting the community (Low/Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003,
pp. 13–15). It was a matter now of exploring how the relation between ethnicity
and community was constantly recreated in a dynamic play between territoriality
and deterritoriality (Torres 2009). In this context, the initial questions had to be
complexified with new elements: In what form do the indigenous Kañaris recreate
community–now deterritorialized and defined by new elements–as a space for the
construction of ethnic identity, as a space of social cohesion and social, political,
and economic relations? How did the Kañaris reinvent their identity and what are
the new anchors of that ethnicity? The research interest, then, no longer centered
so much on finding out if transnational ties existed or not among local indigenous
organizations and those in the destination countries, but in the imaginaries that
migration provoked in the senses of ethnic and community belonging as an
expressed form of that identity.

And, so, it was necessary to return to notions of territory and of place and the
concept of identification seemed to be a useful analytical category to explain the
process of identity and of the construction of the senses of belonging within
relations of inequality and power (Guerrero 2010, pp. 161–238). These preliminary
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definitions of territory, of the community, and of identity-identification permitted
us to question static and essentialist visions of community; we proposed thinking
about the community historically, starting with the fact that it was formed in
connection with other hierarchically organized spaces.

Looking at territory and space, culture and identity as a constant process of the
construction of difference makes it possible to propose, finally, looking at how
local territories, or places, are constructed in a process of differentiation and
identification (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009, pp. 178–179).

By that same token, the idea of identifications, both individual (self-identifi-
cation) as well as relational, makes it possible to interpret the forms in which
individuals, men and women, and families recreate and transform themselves on
the basis of their transnational ties, without leaving aside concerns for inequality
and gender and generational hierarchies that are reproduced in daily life in the
departure context. The practices of migrant families, both the daily and the festive,
would be constructed thus in very dynamic processes of identification and of
differentiation that arise in response both to local surroundings (for example,
discourses on family disintegration or the search for status) and to respect for the
migrants’ surroundings, marked by precariousness and exclusion, in the destina-
tion societies. In this fashion, we were able to go beyond the somewhat linear
vision of the ‘‘chains’’ that looked at origin as a link of inequality but did not allow
for understanding the contradiction that arise from the local dynamics made tense
by the migratory experience. In this sense, gender becomes a crucial dimension in
the inequalities present in the transnational migration experience, not only due to
real and ideological tensions that the migration of women entails but because it is a
component part of representations that are constructed in the local space about
migration and the family, about motherhood and also about fatherhood.

In this sense, congruent with this position, as a result of the constant debate
between analytical categories and empirical information, we opted for the perspec-
tive of recovering the history of place, conceiving it as a transnational space ‘‘that
includes individuals who without crossing borders are connected through social
relations with persons in distant and diverse localities’’ (Glick Schiller 2004, p. 457);
individuals and relations that form part of the construction of the everyday in their
place of origin, as well as in that of destination; relations that assume the exchange of
information, of resources, of goods, of services, of ideas. What we sought is to
analyze the spatialization of these transnational forms in terms of processes of ethnic
identification and transnational ties among families. Here it becomes again pertinent
to return to the difference that Glick Schiller proposes between transnational ways of
belonging and transnational ways of being. The transnational ways of being would
include ‘‘those daily acts through which people live across distance…’’; acts that
include the raising of children, the supporting of families, facing family tensions and
rivalries within transnational networks; maintaining, constructing, and breaking
couple relationships, friendships; getting involved in business and investment
activities and the sending of goods and information.

Transnational ways of belonging, on the other hand, lead us to the production of
a cultural representation, to identity, to the field of ideology, elements that allow
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for approaching migrants through memory, nostalgia, and the imagination.
‘‘Transnational belonging is an emotional connection with persons wherever they
may be, whether that be a locality or a region, or a religious group, or a social
movement, but persons who are united by a sense of history and shared destiny’’
(Glick Schiller 2004, p. 59). A transnational way of belonging that, as a social
construction, can change in time because transnational subjects adopt different
forms of cultural representation that do not refer to fixed categories but, instead, to
processes.

The transnational ways of being might reflect the everydayness of care and the
transnational ties that families maintain through remittances, gifts, and commu-
nication; this would include gender and generational negotiations around decisions
about what to do with remittances and kinds of consumption, and also the edu-
cation of children, health and care of elders, control of women’s sexuality, etc. The
transnational ways of belonging could be an allusion, in the case of transnational
families, to special recreational events and the cohesion of family ties through
family parties and religious events sponsored by certain families in which the goal
is the reproduction of certain ways of belonging and of social status.7

On the other hand, from the point of view of the social organization of care, this
double perspective of looking at ways of being and belonging, the practices and
process of identification, contributes to toning down one of the limitations of the
concept of global care chains, which is its structural determinism. While it is a
very effective category for spatially and geopolitically locating strategic instances
of the reproduction of gender, class, and ethnic inequalities at the global level, it is
not very effective for taking into account the complex power games that this global
belonging implies from local spaces. In this sense, a category is needed that allows
for understanding, in terms of social agency, the tactics and strategies that actors
deploy to interweave these transnational ways of being and belonging within the
framework of local domination. Brubaker’s concept of identification is a tool that,
given its dynamic character, makes it possible to capture changes and resistances
in the game in processes on a smaller scale, such as those deployed in families.

But it was also necessary to reflect on a concept of family that contemplated
both feminist criticism and this new sense of cohesion/tension that we found. We
opted for Bryceson and Vuorela’s concept of the transnational family, which
allowed us to capture both the ties and the tensions present in the migratory
experience: ‘‘like any other family, transnational families have to mediate forms of
inequality among their members: differences in access to mobility, to resources, to
various kinds of capital and life styles’’ (Bryceson and Vuorela 2001, p. 5). What
is important for these authors is that transnational families act as supports and are
sources of identity but, at the same time, their very structure produces constant
risks and instabilities. Thus, transnational families, more than any other type of
family, find it necessary to work on their family ties, to forge them constantly in a
variety of ways in order to mitigate the risks that distance creates to guarantee their

7 For a recent analysis of mobilities, Glick Schiller and Salazar (2013).
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reproduction. This perspective proposes, precisely, the analysis of multiple
mechanisms of materializing family distance, of strengthening family ties, and also
of looking at symbolic constructions of the family. In this sense, in the absence of
physical proximity, the family needs to be rationalized.

On the basis of these reflections, a set of new questions arises that will guide the
study: In what way is the family rationalized in the rural context of Cañar? What
are the tensions that arise in these processes of rationalization? On what ethnic and
gender hierarchies are these conceptions created? What are the cultural and social
presuppositions that sustain the practices and ties of transnational families? Are
there conceptions of the family that are in dispute? What has the role of female
migration been in unleashing these disputes regarding the meaning of families?
How does this affect care arrangement practices?

7.5 Changes in the Proposed Methodology

At the beginning, in light of our research trajectories, we were inclined toward
different interests, molded by our disciplinary formations. According to sociology,
the dynamic of institutions, whether the state or families, is key to understanding
processes of social change and the role of social actors in those changes.
According to anthropology, the social construction of identities is the fundamental
dimension for examining the social and political agency of actors. The turn toward
the relevance of a historical perspective as the point of entry to understanding the
complexity of existing social dynamics is an element both researchers share and an
important option in the study’s methodological strategy; according to Joan Scott
(2008, 1991), a way of understanding the role of differences in the configuration of
domination and inequality is precisely by looking at the process of said role’s
constitution. In this sense, beyond looking for an interdisciplinary perspective, the
option has been to combine our disciplinary views, that is, make them comple-
mentary on the basis of their specificity, a strategy that was feasible through
problematizing the construction of belonging of communities and families in a
migratory territory.

At the beginning, we visualized a study in the countries of origin and desti-
nation through which we could be able to reconstruct the networks and ties among
families and among communities. After reformulating the aspects of the study
mentioned above, a redefinition of the methodology was produced in which des-
tination was gradually accorded less weight in the methodological strategy in favor
of a denser look at the departure contexts. If, as Fitzgerald (2006, p. 3) states, we
consider that the ‘field’ of ethnography is not simply a geographic place but a
conceptual space ‘‘whose limits are constantly negotiated and constructed by the
ethnographer and the members (of this field),’’ in this process the field of eth-
nography in Cañar was in a state of flux. We moved from emphasizing a leave-
taking and an arrival to concentrating on the density of the ethnographic field of
the leaving-taking, or of the place of origin, depending on what one wants to call
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it. Now it was a matter of paying special attention to the complexity of the society
of origin as a place in which the transnational was spatialized. While we are
interested in looking at how these spaces are being informed by practices in the
distinct destination societies and states, the relevance of these factors comes to be
conferred by the degree to which they overlap with local dynamics.

The choice of emphasizing the complex heterogeneity of the area of origin of
migration also has to do with the need, in migration studies, to carry out ‘‘dense’’
studies in the place of origin, that can be contrasted with those undertaken in
places of destination and that refer to the place of origin with lesser intensity. This
strategy has special relevance for the Cañar case due to its population’s long
migratory history, a fact has been made invisible for decades.

And this confirmation led us to the second methodological option, that of
undertaking a historical ethnography that combines the gathering of studies on the
area, investigating the information and explanations contained in these with
information from local and regional archives as a way to reconstruct what has
formed ‘‘the culture of emigration’’ (Fitzgerald 2006, p. 12).

This historical ethnography is an attempt to come to know the place of origin of
migratory trajectories, understanding place as that geographic space which,
through practices of historical social subjects, is beginning to be constructed as a
cultural place. It is an attempt, in this sense, to look at the territory of departure as
a process that is useful for explaining the displacement of its population, but also
for understanding how new senses of community and family belonging are con-
stituted (Torres 2009).

At the same time, this history of the cultural production of the place of
departure is complemented with a genealogy of care-giving, attempting to follow
the clues of family meaning in the area, their daily social reproduction practices as
well as their forms of collective presentation and their transformations with the
migratory experience. With this perspective, we attempted to inquire into the very
constitution of the migratory experience, that is, we did not take as given a specific
‘experience’. According to Scott, individuals do not have experiences but, rather,
subjects are constituted through experiences’’ (Scott 2008, p. 273) and their agency
is not determined by the free exercise of will but created in specific situations.

This historical perspective, shared by both studies/researchers, is complemented
by a comparative approach as a strategy for managing complexity. Once the
strategy of analyzing origin and destination had been abandoned, comparison arose
as the way to balance the degree of importance owe assigned to the dynamics of
population mobility in our interpretation of the changes and continuities in gender
arrangement related to care-giving and in processes of ethnic identification. In this
sense, the ways of being and belonging, of migrant and non-migrant families and
of indigenous and mestizo communities, are the units we have chosen to compare.

Why can comparison be useful in approaching complexity? Maintaining the
mobility of persons as an independent variable, comparison allows, in the first
place, the inclusion of actors that constitute the social transnational space, that is,
in terms of Glick Schiller’s formulation, this is constructed with migrants but also
with their families and non-migrating individuals, groups in which the categories
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of gender, class, and ethnicity play a decisive role. Thus, on approaching the
dynamic of the area of study, with the inclusion of non-migrant families, analyzing
class, gender, and ethnic roles in this process, it is possible to become aware of the
social density of the region.

On the other hand, this inclusion allows for the opening of a the range of
migration’s time-place relations since, as indicated, Cañar’s population combines
different migratory times and different destinations by these migrations; times-
places that imply, at the same time, different explanations and practices, and
differences in social organization.

Finally, this comparative strategy involving times, places, and actors allows us
to take into account how the construction of the political has been influenced by
class and ethnic relations, but also by the mobility of the region’s inhabitants.

In summary, adopting a comparative view of Cañar has allowed us to take into
account and analytically situate the ‘‘place’’ of origin of emigration and attempt to
reconstruct its complexity in order, at the same time, to conceive the mobilities of
persons as a process.

In the case of transnational arrangements surrounding care-giving, the historic
and comparative dimension will be approached through the reconstruction of
social reproduction strategies in families with three generations, in order to be able
to observe the place of mobility in each of the periods under consideration:
1960–1970, with its predominance of internal male migration; the 1985–1999
period, when international migration to the United States takes off full force and
coexists with internal migration; and from 2000 on, when destinations diversify
and women as well as men leave. The goal is to reconstruct the different con-
ceptions and practices surrounding motherhood and fatherhood present in care
arrangements displayed by families. We have elected to concentrate only on care-
giving and not on other aspects of social reproduction, such as education, health,
and so on, because we can thus focus the study on a domain in which gender
relations are widely deployed.

As for the reconstruction of processes of ethnic identification, to respond to the
questions raised and in play with the new theoretical elements, it has been nec-
essary to pose two units of analysis: that of community-identity and that of
community-territory upon which to undertake an ethnographic history that
reconstructs the discursive trajectories, understanding these as both oral and
written discourses, as well as the practices of actors.

The reconstruction of the community-territory axis allows for inquiring about
the way place is historically constituted, that is, how perceptions of locality and
territoriality are generated, how a space becomes a place. Thus, the goal is to
describe the political economy of that place.

For this purpose, in the first place, a temporal boundary is defined, the years
from 1950 to 1960, because the interest is in recovering the relations of the
community with the hacienda, of the community with migration, and of the
community with resources at the time the first Agrarian Reform law was passed,
and that implies changes in the socioeconomic dynamic of the area. In this period,
it is relevant to understand family reconfigurations surrounding internal migration
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processes by males and the redefinition of family structures which leaving the
hacienda signified. The reconstruction of the community-identity axis is for the
purpose of examining discourses that politicize ethnicity, the definition of com-
munity, and the ways that this has been recreated and is recreated historically as a
‘place’ conferring identity. We also seek to examine the differentiated roles of men
and women in these processes of ethnic identification. To take into account the
dialectic between territoriality-dis-territoriality in the constitution of identity, we
propose to choose a community with high rates of emigration and one with lower
rates to undertake the task of systematic observation that will allow us to register
practices that contribute to the reconstruction of the community as an identitary
anchor.

7.6 Conclusions: From Typology to Process

The trajectory of the study we have described makes it possible to identify how
both analytic categories and methodological strategy have had to be reformulated
throughout the research process. This reformulation has been possible due to the
dialogue and debate that have been maintained between analytical categories and
the empirical information that the approach to the study area offered; that is, we
have constantly gone back and forth between theoretical formulation, methodol-
ogy, and data, and while they could have generated constant restatements of the
matter under study, in this case, the flexibility has made possible a more complex
look that enriches reflection on the processes under analysis, maintaining the
problematic initially proposed as well as the units of analysis.

The initial proposal contemplated a study universe synchronically conceptu-
alized, that is, it appeared as an area of migration in which each destination
corresponded to a time, to certain social actors, and to certain practices; that is, a
set of dynamics that corresponded to a stage. The initial goal was to find in Cañar
evidence of differences among the different migratory states and to take into
account the changes that the last of these signified for family and community
arrangements.

However, the setting we found presented us with a variegated set of phases and
processes that did not correspond to the initial proposal; that implied, thus,
reformulations, both in conceptual tools as well as in methodology that made it
possible to escape from the typologizing we intended to construct and allowed us
to approach and look at the dynamics of the area as a complex set of times,
destinations, actors, and practices.

Thus, the constant permeability posed by information from the field has made
possible a denser approach, reading, and interpretation of the complex processes
taking place in Cañar.

This complexity led, at the same time, to our abandoning the initial proposal of
analyzing origin and destination and adopting a comparative strategy that per-
mitted the inclusion of direct actors in the everyday construction of place, of
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identifications, and of senses of belonging; that is, migrant and non-migrant
families, and indigenous and non-indigenous persons, which made possible
emphasizing the meaning of mobility in the processes described.

On the other hand, this constant coming and going between text and data could
have meant the dispersion of themes initially proposed and led to a change in the
problematic, or an aspect of the problematic selected, or, finally, it could have led
to a product that did not take into account the surroundings and the plurality of the
processes that are developing there. However, the dialogue established had, as its
objective, finding solutions to the challenges posed by the setting in which the
different disciplinary formations of the researchers have also been a relevant tool.
In this respect, instead of seeking interdisciplinarity, disciplinary reaffirmation is
what has allowed us to set off in search of a perspective that involves the two ways
of investigating, analyzing, and interpreting. The historization of processes was the
element that gave way to a complex disciplinary view.

In addition, historicizing ‘‘origin,’’ that is, making explicit the social and cultural
construction of the contexts of leaving-taking makes possible the rethinking of
transnational space as a place that is in a constant process of construction. We thus
opted for the spatialization and historization of the transnational from two dynamics:
the transformation and recreation of the senses of family and communal belonging.

Finally, it is important to point out an element that requires further analysis as a
constituent part of these theoretical-methodological reflections: that which could
be called the ‘politics’ of the investigative task and of the generation of knowl-
edge. In effect, as described, during the study various changes and adjustments
have been made on the way that have been the product, especially, of the con-
frontation with information from the field, but also with factors that could be
situated in the objective conditions involved in carrying out the study, in reference
to financing, times, participation, and conflicts. The adoption of some strategies
has been related to political events, since this project, at the outset, was part of a
cooperation project between states, which suffered the ups and downs of politics,
making it impossible to maintain the cooperation proposed at the beginning with
associates overseas, and the carrying out of a transnational study that would serve
as a source of information for policies to be implemented in the two states. Some
of these objectives fell by the wayside.

We point out this element in order to call attention to the need to include, in
theoretical and methodological reflections, ways of ‘doing research’, in response to
questions about the historically situated character in which ways of knowing are
constructed.
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On UNAM and CRIM

Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico

The National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) was founded on 21
September 1551 under the name ‘Royal and Pontifical University of Mexico’. It is
the biggest and most important university in Mexico and in Ibero-America.

As part of the Centennial Celebrations of Mexican Independence, the National
University was officially created on 22 September 1919. With the intention of
widening educational opportunities in the country, the effort to launch the National
University, though often hampered by adversity, was initially spearheaded by
Congressman Justo Sierra in 1881. His vision finally materialized in 1910 with the
inauguration of the National University of Mexico at a ceremony held in the
National Preparatory School Amphitheatre, where as Secretary of Public
Instruction, Sierra told the audience that the thrust of the National University’s
educational project was to concentrate, systematize and disseminate knowledge in
order to prepare the Mexican people for the future. One hundred years after the
creation of the University, Justo Sierra’s inaugural address still rings true: (…) we
are telling the university community today that truth is unfolding: go seek it (…)
you have been charged with the realization of a political and social ideal which
can be summed up thus: democracy and liberty.

The fundamental aim of UNAM is to serve both the country and humanity, to
train professionals, to organize and carry out research, mainly on national
problems and conditions, and to offer cultural benefits in the broadest sense
possible.

Website: www.unam.mx.

L. Rivera-Sánchez and F. Lozano-Ascencio (eds.), The Practice of Research on Migration
and Mobilities, SpringerBriefs in Environment, Security, Development and Peace 14,
DOI:10.1007/978-3-319-02693-0, The Author(s) 2014
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Centro Regional de Investigaciones Multidisciplinarias

The Regional Center for Multidisciplinary Research (CRIM) is an academic
institution ascribed to the Coordination of Humanities at the National Autonomous
University of Mexico (UNAM). It is located in the City of Cuernavaca on the
Morelos Campus of UNAM. Its objectives are:

1. Focus on multidisciplinary research in social sciences, humanities and other
disciplines, mostly aimed at tackling specific problems at the local, regional,
national and international levels, and their implications within globalization
processes.

2. Contribute to the creation of knowledge in relevant and innovative arenas
addressing social problems that require the convergence of different disciplines
for their study.

3. Contribute to the development of a multidisciplinary approach to humanities,
and focus on the development of innovative theoretical and methodological
perspectives.

4. Participate in educational programs so as to contribute to the academic training
of professionals in social sciences, humanities and other disciplines.

5. Disseminate by all possible means the results of CRIM’s research projects.

Website: http://www.crim.unam.mx.
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