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Transnational studies twenty years 
later: a story of encounters  
and dis-encounters

Federico Besserer
This article supports the argument that the researches on transnationalism and 
cultural studies had moments of confrontation and that, in these discussions, they 
influenced each other positively. I will try to expose this relationship from my own 
anthropological experience. The work concludes with a concern about the way in 
which the emergence of transnational actors is forming part of a new hegemonic 
formula for the functioning of political economy. Therefore, I will argue that the 
discussion in the researches on transnationalism and on the cultural studies should 
help to build a critical theory of the current moment, for which I propose five lines 
of work.

KEYWORDS: transnational studies, cultural studies, transnational theory of medi-
ation, specular ethnography.

Os estudos transnacionais vinte anos depois: uma história de encontros e 

desencontros  Neste artigo se sustenta o argumento de que as pesquisas sobre 
o transnacionalismo e os estudos culturais tiveram momentos de confrontação e 
que, nestas discussões, se influenciaram mutuamente de maneira positiva. Tratarei 
de expor esta relação desde minha própria experiência vinculada à antropologia. 
O trabalho conclui com uma preocupação sobre a maneira como o surgimento de 
atores transnacionais está formando parte de uma nova fórmula hegemônica de 
funcionamento da economia e da política. Por isto, defenderei a importância de que 
a discussão nas pesquisas sobre o transnacionalismo e nos estudos culturais ajude 
na construção de uma teoria crítica do momento atual, para o qual proponho cinco 
linhas de trabalho.
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INTRODUCTION

It has been 20 years since I gave a presentation at the Colegio de Michoacán, 
in Mexico, where I tried to summarize the theoretical approaches to what in 
those years began to be called “transnationalism” (in order to differentiate it 
from its use in the field of economics to refer to the study of transnational 
companies).1 At the time, there was already scholarly reference to “transna-
tional studies” that came to consolidate institutionally after “cultural studies,” 
whose rise had begun 30 years before. By 1996 the journals Public Culture, 
which referred to the “Society for Transnational Studies,” and Diaspora, which 
put itself forward as a “Journal of Transnational Studies,” were already in exis-
tence.

My presentation reflecting on transnational processes was a little different 
from how the subject was discussed in the literature that was circulating at the 
time, which was fundamentally related to studies on migration. In that pre-
sentation, the meeting was small and with graduate students. It centered on 
the theoretical framework I had used for my doctoral dissertation, as well as 
some “postcards” (a genre I had learned from Nestor García Canclini to share 
fieldwork in process). A year later, I presented the written paper formally, at 
the Colegio de Michoacán’s 19th Colloquium of Anthropology and Regional 
History, in the city of Zamora.

That work had two characteristics that I would like to highlight. The first 
was that it did not only refer to migratory phenomena, that is, it did not cen-
ter on what has been termed “migrant transnationalism.” The paper focused 
on how the concept of “community” – or, to be more specific, “transnational 
community” – was approached by different currents of the literature on trans-
nationalism. The argument was that this literature did not necessarily refer to 
processes of migration, but also postulated that there was a perspective that 
saw the “transnational condition” as a new historical moment in which the 
state and its relationship with the nation were redefined. For many, this was 
indeed a “transnational moment.”

The second characteristic was that, drawing from the contributions of fem-
inist epistemology, I proposed a “transnationalism of rupture” that involved 
the researcher and the migrant subjects themselves. In so doing, I discussed 
some approaches that broke with the “objectivism” of transnational studies as 
they were developing in anthropology and sociology in order to move toward 
theories that used the concept “transnational” in a way that resonated with 
conversations in the humanities, particularly postcolonial studies and cultural 
studies. The title of the original work shifted from “A journey through the-
oretical approaches on transnational communities and four postcards of the 

1 A first version of this paper was translated by Rachel Lim.
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 community of San Juan Mixtepec” and was eventually published as “Transna-
tional studies and transnational citizenship” (Besserer 1999).

The work proposed integrating studies of “transnationalism,” on the one 
hand, with “cultural studies” and “postcolonial studies,” on the other, within 
the broad spectrum of what could be considered “transnational studies.” 
Because I had studied for one master’s degree developing a transnationalist 
focus within the framework of anthropology, and later received a master’s 
degree in another department with a focus on cultural studies, the integration 
of these theoretical orientations made sense from the perspective of my own 
formative experiences. Yet my proposal became immersed in a larger dispute 
between the two approaches (what I call “objectivist” and “of rupture”), whose 
tensions were explicitly expressed in texts by authors relevant to transnation-
alism such as Aihwa Ong (1999) and Michael Kearney (2004). This tension 
has been addressed again in more recent works by Sanjeev Khagram and Peggy 
Levitt (2008), and Rainer Bauböck and Thomas Faist (2010), which provide 
an integrative effort through the same concept I chose in 1999 – that of “trans-
national studies.”

In the following paragraphs I will try to support the argument that studies 
on transnationalism and cultural studies have had moments of confrontation, 
and through these debates have mutually influenced the other in a positive 
way. I seek to show this relationship through the perspective of my own expe-
rience within the context of anthropology. The paper concludes with a concern 
for the ways in which the emergence of transnational actors forms part of a 
new hegemonic formula for the functioning of economics and politics. Thus 
I argue for the importance of generating discussion in studies of transnation-
alism and in cultural studies that help build a critical theory for the current 
moment – a task for which I suggest five promising areas of work, including a 
transnational theory of mediation and a specular ethnography.

THE DISCIPLINARY CRISIS OF ANTHROPOLOGY  
AND THE EMERGENCE OF “TRANSNATIONAL STUDIES”

The first uses of the concept “transnational” in the field of anthropology can 
be traced to the early decades of the 20th century, when Edward Sapir used 
“transnational” to reflect on the economic and political processes that framed 
the cultural changes of his era. Sapir argued that it was not possible to think 
of a “generalized international culture,” and national cultures also did not 
seem to have the potential to establish themselves without “cultural impover-
ishment.” In the future, he thought, individuals would rather be linked to “a 
series of autonomous cultures,” as “New York and Chicago and San Francisco 
will live each in its own cultural strength,” framed in this transnational context 
(Sapir 1924: 428-429).
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In 1946, students at Columbia University in New York City, with a critical 
perspective in anthropology, formed the “Mundial Upheaval Society.” Among 
the members of this group were Sidney Mintz and Eric Wolf (Hakken and 
Lessinger 1987: 6). These and other anthropologists (such as Ángel Palerm), 
associated with what in the postwar period was euphemistically called “polit-
ical economy,” engaged years later in the debate over world systems theory 
and, being critical of it, made alternate proposals to its Eurocentrism. Eric 
Wolf (1987 [1982]) worked on “people without history,” Sidney Mintz (1996 
[1985]) analyzed the role of the labor of Caribbean communities in the con-
struction of capitalism on a world scale, and Ángel Palerm (2008a [1980]) 
proposed a model to understand the central role of the peasantry in shaping 
the first world system.

In the framework of this critical discussion on world-scale processes, pref-
aced by Eric Wolf, Ángel Palerm (2008b [1980]) argued that both Marxism 
and anthropology were in crisis, biased by the ideological veil associated with 
the figure of the nation-state. He explained that anthropology in England, 
France, and the United States had taken their own specific forms, which were 
linked to their role within colonialism. Concomitantly, he said, Marxism was 
trapped within the ideologies of countries in which socialism was dominated 
by a new class associated with the political and techno-administrative appara-
tus of the state.

Palerm proposed that Marxism needed anthropology to understand and 
escape from nationalism, but anthropology needed Marxism to build a con-
ceptual framework that could distance itself from colonialism. From my point 
of view, Palerm describes in 1980 a process that was already taking place at 
that moment: the construction of “transnational” studies both at the level of 
research and at the level of the transformation of the discipline itself.

In anthropology, “disciplinary nationalism” was entrenched at different lev-
els. The first of them was related to the very structure of the discipline as it 
was organized in each country. For example, British social anthropology con-
sisted of three subdisciplines: economic anthropology, political anthropology, 
and symbolic anthropology. Here, anthropology was aligned with other disci-
plines such as economics, political science and sociology, but its focus of study 
was “other societies.” In contrast, the North American school was organized 
by the “four-fields approach” which included archaeology, physical anthropol-
ogy, linguistic anthropology, and the study of culture. French ethnology also 
did not share these disciplinary structures.

The changes in the discipline announced by Palerm were already in opera-
tion at several levels. In the case of British anthropology, the return of the gaze 
towards the metropolis as a field of cultural study – driven partly by Marxist 
historians and partly by colonial subjects’ scrutiny of British society – called 
into question the “I-Other” distinction that not only organized fields of study, 
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but sustained the tacit division between the knowing subject and the societies 
to be known. This tension critiqued the disciplinary boundaries that divided 
the field of knowledge between the metropolis and its colonies; transformed 
the hierarchy of the “knowing” epistemic group with respect to the societies 
“to be known”; and changed the “object” of disciplinary study, resulting in the 
emergence of “cultural studies” as a critical, confrontational and trans-disci-
plinary project in that country.

In the case of Unites State’s anthropology, the assumption that one could 
think of cultures as if they were contained within a territory (such as nations 
within a national territory) was challenged, to demonstrate that cultures 
extended beyond borders and that, therefore, we should understand “territo-
ries” as “border areas” of social convergence and juxtaposition of cultures under 
unequal conditions of power. The study of “border areas” and cross-cultural 
relationships broke with what years later Andreas Wimmer and Nina Glick 
Schiller (2002) would call “methodological nationalism.” This was the working 
space of subjects who self-identified with complex identities, such as Chicano/a 
anthropologists, who brought the tools of literary criticism to the study of cul-
ture, reconfiguring the subdisciplinary alliance and introducing literature as a 
field that crossed through all subdisciplines. This “anthropology with literature” 
was one of the changes that led to the formation of “American cultural studies.”

This move away from what we can call “methodological territorialism” in 
anthropology (the assumption that field research should begin by defining first 
the territory where the peoples we study would be contained) had many critical 
ramifications. For example, it broke with the further assumption that peoples 
in different territories lived in different stages of development or moments in 
human chronology – an error Johannes Fabian (1983) has called “allochrony.”

Thus, the rupture of disciplinary nationalism in anthropology occurred on 
at least three levels: subdisciplinary reorganization and the questioning of the 
boundaries between disciplines; the emergence of a new knowing subject; and 
the recognition of power differentials and the political character of culture.

CONFLICTS AND INTERPELLATIONS: TRANSNATIONALISM:
INTER-DISCIPLINARY PARALLELS

The effort to break with nation-centrism was not a process unique to anthro-
pology, but rather took place in different disciplines, and for this reason, the 
process initiated an inter-disciplinary conversation where the concept “trans-
national” took on different connotations according to the academic context 
from which it originated.

Nye and Keohane (1971), for example, wrote about the problem of 
“state-centrism” in political science, which took states as actors in interna-
tional relations. These scholars used the concept of “transnational” in order 
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to invite the study of inter-domestic relations, the study of civil organization 
networks that transcended national borders, and the study of geographies such 
as international waters and outer space. With this concept, research was then 
expanded to supranational and subnational levels.

In the discipline of history, the concept of “transnational” has been used 
as a category that accounts for changes in the relationship between state and 
nation (Tyrrell 2001). Thus “transnational” is utilized in reference to pre-na-
tional times as well as the contemporary era, during which states are increas-
ingly recognizing their diasporas, therefore changing the relationship between 
state and nation as we once knew it and moving toward a process that some 
have called post-national (Feldman-Bianco 2015).

In anthropology, criticism of “methodological nationalism” (Wimmer and 
Glick Schiller 2002) and the proposal of the concept of “transmigrant” (Glick 
Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1992) have emphasized the continuation 
of the links constructed and maintained by subjects over time, leading to eth-
nographies about transnational communities (Kearney and Nagengast 1989; 
Besserer and Kearney 2006) and transnational migrant circuits (Rouse 1989), 
among other topics. This anthropological perspective can also be found in other 
social sciences scholarship, such as Laura Velasco’s work on identity and lead-
ership (Velasco Ortiz 2002, 2015). One strand of this research that centered 
on migration was developed as “migrant transnationalism” (Vertovec 2006).

“Transnational” therefore became a polysemic concept that could mean (to 
mention only some uses) “non-state,” “cross-border” or “beyond the historical 
moment of the nation-state as we know it.” This was the beginning of a process 
of parallel disciplinary tendencies that led to a current of thought that some 
have called “transnationalism” (Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1992).

Cultural studies: trans-disciplinary juxtapositions
If transnationalism was a process describing change that originated within the 
discipline, other challenges came from the disciplinary margins. This was the 
case for British cultural studies that, according to Stuart Hall (1990), arose 
from several situations at the margins of the disciplines. The first of these was 
that the promoters were “extramural professors” active in the labor movement 
of the time who had relocated from political practice to the academy. The 
second was that some of these academics did not originate from the centers of 
British power, but from rural life (such as Raymond Williams) or ex-colonies 
(such as Stuart Hall himself). Finally, they did not enter disciplinary struc-
tures, but came to a center formed by Richard Hoggart in Birmingham, where 
one of the central themes was to understand how mass culture was transform-
ing what E. P. Thompson (1978) called the “class culture” of the workers.

The center was a place of convergence for two types of disciplinary crises. 
On the one hand, there was the crisis of the humanities in a “post-imperial” 
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country that had to rethink the way in which it had constructed itself. This 
reconceptualization occurred primarily through and within the disciplinary 
structures of the humanities at universities such as Cambridge, which had 
been entrusted as gatekeepers of the “English language.” On the other hand, 
the social sciences disciplines such as sociology did not grasp the key role 
played by cultural change in the political and economic transformation of 
English society at the time. This was why “culture” appeared as the prepon-
derant topic at the center of two disciplinary crises, as the study of culture 
became incorporated in disciplines such as history and British anthropology 
(creating a confrontation with the division of labor that maintained that only 
anthropology was for the study of “others”) drawing from Marxist authors 
such as Gramsci and those at the Frankfurt school. There was a theory to 
build, and Hall tells us that this project was not carried out in the lofty office 
of the academy, but in another “margin” of the disciplinary apparatus that is 
the classroom, with those students who were newcomers to university training. 
The case of Birmingham illustrates the convergence and juxtaposition of two 
disciplinary crises (that of the social sciences and that of the humanities) that 
explains why cultural studies was not merely an inter-disciplinary project but 
a trans-disciplinary one. Here I take the idea of “trans” as in transculturality, 
in the sense of two processes that inform each other and become a framework 
of hierarchical inequalities.

The epistemic rupture
A debate initiated by Nina Glick Schiller and George Fouron (1990) around the 
concept of “diaspora” can usefully illustrate the “epistemic break” (to borrow the 
concept from feminist epistemology) that was initiated in the 1990s between 
the disciplines that tended to rely on the concept of “transnationalism” and the 
transdisciplinary perspectives that we have called “transnational studies.”

In this context, three transdisciplinary positions were to emerge onto the 
scene of the debate about transnational processes; these positions were asso-
ciated with scholars who I describe as writing from their own de-centered 
conditions. On the one hand, there was cultural studies, which centered on 
the concepts of “diaspora” and the “diasporic intellectual.” These positions 
attempted to break with “national” studies and use new geographical refer-
ences or “transnational formations” such as the Black Atlantic (Gilroy 1993). 
It is a perspective that supports the possibility of building knowledge through 
“diasporic experience” (Morley and Chen 1996). On the other hand, postcolo-
nial studies questioned the categories we use to understand reality – as it comes 
from experience or from academic abstraction –, proposing instead that we had 
to start with a critique of representation, as did Saïd in his work on “Oriental-
ism” (Saïd 1990 [1978]). This shift allowed postcolonial studies to criticize 
the figure of “nativism” as a construction of post-colonial intellectuals, who 
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represent themselves and their country by using the images that empires con-
struct about their colony (Spivak 1989). As for feminism, it seems to me that 
its contribution was to the construction of an epistemology of transnational-
ism, which facilitated the in-depth study of nationalisms and their role in the 
construction of scientific categories – including the analysis of anthropological 
texts as part of the critical equation (Grewal and Kaplan 1994; Brah 1996).

The distancing between transnationalism and transdisciplinary studies
The debate between transnationalism and what we have called “trans-disci-
plinary positions” had moments of productive dialogue. An example of this 
can be found in a meeting entitled “Transnationalism, Nation-State Building, 
and Culture,” which took place in Spain in 1994 under the auspices of the 
Wenner Gren Foundation. Bringing together scholars such as Bela Feldman- 
-Bianco, Partha Chatterjee, Nina Glick Schiller, Stuart Hall, Michael Kearney, 
and Aihwa Ong, among others, the conference marked a moment in which it 
was possible to build an approach that might produce a multifaceted perspec-
tive through transnational studies.

However, at least within anthropology, this process took place in a period of 
crisis that has been called an “experimental moment of anthropology” (Marcus 
and Fischer 1986), during which, according to Marcus (1995), “methodolog-
ical anxieties” grew. The disciplinary changes that had been provoked pushed 
anthropology to the point of rupture in some cases. At least, this was the case 
in the department where I studied, out of which formed two departments of 
anthropology – one as “anthropological science” and the other with a perspec-
tive critical of the “objectivist” position of the discipline (a situation that lasted 
for ten years). This tension within anthropology, which was expressed in disci-
plinary transnationalism’s stance against transdisciplinary scholarship – in par-
ticular that of cultural studies – can be found in the arguments of two authors 
of great relevance to transnational thought: Michael Kearney and Aihwa Ong.

The concerns of Michael Kearney (2003 [1991]) had to do with the contri-
bution of the anthropological discipline to the understanding of the human in a 
“robust” way. He worked in the Department of Anthropology at the University 
of California at Riverside, which was organized into four fields: archaeology, 
physical anthropology, linguistic anthropology, and cultural anthropology. He 
was preoccupied by what he identified as centrifugal forces within anthropol-
ogy that tended to separate it by subdiscipline. The advent of “cultural studies” 
added an additional tension between humanistic and scientific anthropology. 
This tendency to separate, he thought, was probably one of anthropology’s 
most significant challenges. It was the reason why he adopted an opinion crit-
ical of “cultural studies,” which he perceived as a position that underestimated 
the importance of humans’ biological substrate and of the ecological environ-
ment, though this problem has been an important topic of discussion in, for 
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example, American literature (Segal and Yanagisako 2005). Kearney advocated 
the four-field approach in anthropology, but at the same time, he thought it 
necessary to keep within the same body of thought those studies on the mate-
rial basis of existence with the humanistic approaches that interpret it. These 
two axes of integration were the premise for an integral theory that would allow 
a holistic analysis of the human. This, according to him, was a theoretical prob-
lem as well as a problem of the sociology of science, since the discipline requires 
epistemic groups of researchers who interact in order to think in harmony.

Aihwa Ong, the other prominent anthropologist of transnationality, also 
forcefully critiqued “cultural studies,” which she saw as moving away from the 
“grand narratives,” and with it the capacity to study the material aspects of the 
transnational condition. Her argument was that anthropologists’ approach to 
the humanities after the Cold War ceded terrain to perspectives that took the 
study of culture as text, generating a “postcolonial, elite-driven discourse that 
ignores the structures of power in identity making and social change” (Ong 
1999: 241). The risk, Ong maintained, was that the result of this interdisciplin-
ary dialogue might be a “lite” anthropology unable to “capture the interplay 
between culture and the material forms of social life” (Ong 1999: 242). Since 
the beginning of her career, Ong’s work has been characterized by an interest 
in the role of culture to understand the dynamics between subordination and 
resistance in the context of labor. Relying on Foucault (1988) to study the 
relationship between culture and capitalism, her work has highlighted the role 
of the “micro-technologies of power” through which subjects of capitalism reg-
ulate themselves. Because Foucault did not directly analyze the relationship 
between discursive practices and the systemic reproduction of capitalism, she 
has also drawn on the work of Frederic Jameson (1991: 291) to explain that 
cultural production has a basis in the symbolic reproduction of capitalism.

Interpellations from cultural studies
It is interesting to observe that from her first works, Ong shares with scholars 
of the field ironically named “American cultural studies” an interest in the the-
ory of Foucault (see Rosaldo 1994) and the work of Frederic Jameson, whose 
systematic critique of the “cultural logic of capitalism” has been associated with 
cultural studies. In practice, it appears to me that cultural studies scholars, like 
Ong, have similarly called for the study of “material conditions,” and others 
have pointed out the importance of not leaving out the interaction between 
subjects and “structure.” To illustrate, I will briefly present two positions, that 
of Paul Gilroy and that of the so-called “Latin American cultural studies.”

There has been reiterated use of the “transnational” concept within cultural 
studies. For example, Paul Gilroy proposed that the Black Atlantic is a “trans-
national and intercultural formation” (Gilroy 1993: ix). The concept “trans-
national” has been used in opposition to both “nationalist” movements that 
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claim to be a nation, and “ethnicists” who propose to be an “ethnicity.” For 
this reason, the Black Atlantic is a methodological proposition that is  explicitly 
trans-national and inter-cultural in order to break with “nationalism” as both 
ideology and analytical method and with “ethnicism” for its essentialist per-
spective. The transnationalism of the population that was constructed as 
“black,” argues Gilroy, was ironically facilitated by the transnational character 
of the slave trade. Slaves came from many different countries and religions, 
which led to fragmentary positions. For this reason, Gilroy proposes that it is 
better to consider the possibility of an “intercultural and transnational” unity, 
which is to say that recognition should not be based on a place of origin, or 
because some are more “ethnic” than others. Hence the Black Atlantic is a 
concept that breaks with the nation and with ethnic absolutism in order to 
constitute itself as intercultural and transnational.

The “transnational structures” that created the “black world” have now 
been replaced, Gilroy argues, by a transnational network of communication 
systems. “Diaspora” is therefore a central concept to the project – a theoretical 
tool that allows “counterpoints” (a concept previously used by the Caribbean 
thinker Fernando Ortiz) between particular specificities and a common sensi-
bility derived from the experience of racialized slavery in the New World.

Thus Gilroy calls for the study of transnational processes on two levels: as 
a dynamic that occurs within an intercultural counterpoint that characterizes 
diaspora and that explains “double consciousness”; and as a way to character-
ize material conditions (such as slavery and the culture industry) that form 
the structural context in which these cultural dynamics are produced. Paul 
Gilroy’s study focuses on the “transnational intellectual,” whose transnational 
experiences are at the bases of theoretical innovations of transnationalism. 
Among these diasporic intellectuals are those who in the past experienced a 
world of slavery, and those who in the present produce in the communication 
and culture industries.

From his position within cultural studies, Gilroy emphasizes the impor-
tance of the material context that contributed to the construction of the trans-
national condition, but he does not delve too deeply here, as this is a task that 
transnationalist analysis has developed. In contrast, Gilroy prioritizes how 
lived experience within the transnational condition has raised certain contri-
butions from “the margins” to academic thought, resulting in confrontations 
with the disciplinary apparatus.

In this essay, I cannot expand on the career of Renato Rosaldo, but I would 
like to incorporate his contribution to the debate in order to explain that a bet-
ter grasp of what Raymond Williams (1977) called “mediation” is required to 
understand the dynamic between material and cultural processes. It seems to 
me that through the contributions of Ong and Gilroy, we can think about the 
importance of building a theory of mediation within contemporary capitalism 
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in which disciplinary and transdisciplinary contributions converge. We will 
deal with this a bit later.

The discomforts of Latin American cultural studies
The way in which cultural studies are often referred to as “British” or “Ameri-
can” forces us to reflect on the problem of the “nationalities” of cultural studies. 
These “labels” play an ambiguous role. They emerge as echoes of theoretical 
nationalism, but simultaneously are intimately linked with the process of its 
transnational critique. For this reason, it seems to me that these are names that 
operate as “ellipses,” and that concepts such as “the American School” would 
probably have to be read in the mode of Derridean deconstructionism with the 
first word crossed out. Thus “cultural studies” arose while critiquing the way in 
which “English literature” had been conceptualized or how “social history” did 
not include African descendants, their experiences, and their way of speaking 
English. In the same way, “American cultural studies” emerged by calling for a 
cultural reformulation of citizenship in that country, which has been based on 
an exclusionary form of nationalism.

It seems to me that the same process occurred for “Latin American cultural 
studies” (Szurmuk and Irwin 2009).

In the first place, this was because non-Latin American cultural studies 
were nourished partly by thinkers whose sociocultural context was that of 
Latin America and the Caribbean. In particular, we can think of Franz Fanon 
and Stuart Hall, whose life histories – including their departure from the 
Caribbean – would generate a transnational process that integrated Caribbean 
reality with European thought. This is true for other fields that have influ-
enced the development of cultural studies, such as dependency theory and 
its influence on Wallerstein’s thinking and, of course, the important work of 
Caribbean scholar Fernando Ortiz (1983 [1963]).

The same can be said for the case of Renato Rosaldo, whose “habitus” 
he shares with those of Mexican and Latin American origin in the United 
States – not only in everyday life, but in the discussion about its condition in 
the US academy. The struggle to identify a “Chicano literature” opens these 
transforming spaces of cultural studies that emerge as “transnational.” It is not 
only an automatic influence of material conditions on thought. It is an effort 
to construct the conditions in which belonging might also allow for difference.

Second, the critical tradition also drew from the writings of non-Latin 
American studies in the construction of its theoretical framework under a 
diverse variety of situations. In particular, Thompson (1978) and Williams 
(1977) have been useful since the 1970s. We could also add the cases of schol-
ars who studied, or are studying, in the departments in which these theoret-
ical frameworks were developed. So the construction of subsequent studies 
projects  cannot be distanced from non-Latin American studies for a variety 
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of reasons, one of which is that scholarly networks that build and maintain 
bridges between the academies operate on many levels by mutually informing 
one another.

Third – and this to me seems of particular relevance –, Latin American and 
non-Latin American cultural studies work with subjects that are Latin Amer-
ican, but in many different places. This parallels the way in which scholars 
might put reality into analytical categories, but the subjects with whom we 
work coordinate between our realities and force us to put our analytical frame-
works in dialogue. For example, Gilroy’s work on the emergence of knowledge 
that he articulates around the concept of diaspora in the Black Atlantic context 
shows that the “black presence” of the late 1940s and onwards is an example 
of a theory of culture based on a transoceanic reality that escapes continental 
and sub-continental geographic divisions.

Some cultural studies groups from Latin America have criticized the 
approach emanating from the US academy, preferring instead the contribu-
tions of the Birmingham School precisely because of its political character and 
its commitment to the recognition of the economic context of culture. The 
argument I make here is that the proximity of Latin American cultural studies 
to the Birmingham School is due to the mutual recognition of the political 
and conflictive nature of culture, as well as the culturally constituted nature of 
politics and economics. Both are positioned within a project inspired by Marx-
ist and neo-Marxist theories that include Stuart Hall and Raymond Williams 
as well as Antonio Gramsci, Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe – in addition to 
recognizing the importance of Fernando Ortiz, Carlos Mariátegui and Frantz 
Fanon, among others (Richard 2010).

It therefore seems clear that cultural studies share with the Center for Cul-
tural Studies in Birmingham an emphasis on the mediation of Marxist thought 
and the study of culture in the context of power – that is, between the sym-
bolic and the material world of capitalism. One example of this kind of work is 
the most recent book compiled by José Manuel Valenzuela Arce (2015) about 
youth cultures in contemporary capitalism.

It is true, as Rosana Reguillo (2003) says, that cultural studies scholars 
in Latin America have had skirmishes with the disciplinary structures that 
operate as technologies of power, because funding, cultural policies, and the 
process of specialization that bounds disciplinary objects of study have been 
resistant to the disruptive role of cultural studies. However, it is also true that 
there has been an institutionalization of cultural studies programs in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, which from my point of view must be understood, 
drawing from Gramsci, as strategies in a “war of positions” from which cultural 
studies can be identified as instances of critique.

It seems to me, then, that faced with the critical stance of disciplinary 
transnationalism, which demands as indispensable the study of the material 
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conditions of the production of culture, cultural studies have recognized and 
apprehended this need from their own transdisciplinary positions and by using 
their own analytical tools.

PROJECTS OF CONVERGENCE

In recent years, there have been some efforts to construct bridges between the 
disciplinary studies of transnationality and transnational studies “of rupture.” 
In the following section, I review two texts that use the concept “transnational 
studies” to link the different directions that studies on transnationality and 
transnationalism have taken.

The first text is written by Sanjeev Khagram and Peggy Levitt (2008). 
 Khagram and Levitt argue that there are at different “intellectual foundations” 
within a new paradigm that one could refer to as “transnational studies.”

First, there is an empirical transnationalism that has described transnational 
phenomena and dynamics; importantly, this provides information that allows 
us to know and categorize these realities. Second, the volume refers to meth-
odological transnationalism that undergirds the possibility of constructing a 
new paradigm. It attempts to overcome the “methodological nationalism” that 
characterizes most instruments of data collection such as censuses and ethnog-
raphies that are based on political territories and subjects designated by the 
governing apparatuses of nation-states. Saskia Sassen’s “global city” (1991) or 
Paul Gilroy’s “Black Atlantic” (1993) would fall into the category of contri-
butions that allow research at various levels of analysis. This category would 
also include methods of historical analysis that can account for processes that 
precede the configuration of nation-states and compare them with those we 
find in our contemporary moment.

The third type of contribution is categorized as theoretical transnation-
alism. This pillar includes reflections that have been made from disciplinary 
platforms, some of which propose that supra-national systems are emerging, 
transforming the importance of the nation-state system as we have known it. 
The fourth foundation suggested by the authors is philosophical transnational-
ism, which questions the stability of the very categories with which we think. 
That is, this philosophical plane questions the categories used by conventional 
theories in order to think of the categories as “results of social processes” and 
not as analytical starting points. The categories themselves must therefore be 
the object of meta-theoretical scrutiny. A new ontology and a new epistemol-
ogy would be part of this philosophical enterprise to think about the nature of 
social worlds, and how new worlds can be analyzed and explained. Finally, pub-
lic transnationalism treats transnational studies as a paradigm to explore how 
one might imagine other worlds where the construction of citizenship, security 
and governance can be thought without resorting to the model of nationalism.
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The Khagram and Levitt model is a good starting point for thinking about 
how to integrate a field of knowledge such as “transnational studies.” Though 
this model is concerned with epistemological and ontological questions and 
incorporates authors of cultural studies and disciplinary transnationalism 
through the proposed “intellectual foundations,” the very problem of these 
contradictions is not addressed. Therefore, it seems to me that there is room 
for this model to reflect explicitly on this predicament.

We have left until the end the book by Reiner Bauböck and Thomas Faist 
(2010), which makes an exercise of approaching the two projects commonly 
associated with the concept of “transnational community” and “diaspora,” 
respectively. The work starts from categories used by different analytical 
frameworks to move forward in a categorical, methodological and theoretical 
approach that searches for convergence between various models in a tone sim-
ilar to the work of Khagram and Levitt, also under the encompassing concept 
of “transnational studies.”

A SHADOW OVER TRANSNATIONAL STUDIES:
THE IMPORTANCE OF A CRITICAL THEORY

I find it important to mention the work of Bauböck and Faist because it pro-
poses that, beyond academic discussion (where concepts are presented as if 
they appear in tension), in everyday use, said concepts overlap. In fact – and 
this is what I find relevant – in recent years, as migration appears as a numeri-
cally growing phenomenon, the concept of “diaspora” has been used by states 
to recognize as nationals those people who can be found outside its national 
borders. Furthermore, the concept of “transnational community” has been 
increasingly used in language related to development and often in the context 
of the role played by migrant remittances as a “tool for the development” of 
domestic economies.

Bauböck and Faist clearly illustrate the emergence of a paradox, and this 
is that the strengthening of transnational communities and the capacity and 
agency of the transmigrant subjects is also the context in which new forms 
of subjection and dispossession appear in the transnational realm. Diasporas 
and transnational communities are collectivities that absorb the costs of eco-
nomic and political crises; they are enterprising subjects that with a kind of 
docile agency (to use the Foucauldian concept) take care of themselves, in a 
transnationalized world that frequently keeps them in situations of multiple 
exclusion, or transnational exclusion. The state no longer interpellates them as 
subjects of welfare, but as agents of development (Besserer 2014).

We are thus in a moment in which the situation for transnational commu-
nities and diasporas has changed, and the dominant discourse has started to 
incorporate “the transnational” within its rhetoric.
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So at this moment it seems especially important to work on the construction 
of a critical analytical framework in transnational studies, because a produc-
tive dialogue between transnationalism (as the set of disciplinary  proposals) 
and transdisciplinary approaches is essential to construct an apparatus capa-
ble of understanding the complexity of the current moment and build the 
conceptual instruments and academic practices that might contribute to the 
transformation of society.

NEW INTERSECTIONS IN TRANSNATIONAL STUDIES

In this paradoxical moment of transnational studies, I believe that it is import-
ant to encourage those agendas that might help us deepen its critical potential.

In this respect, I am personally interested in following five lines of work.
The first line of inquiry is of a general nature and consists of building 

a transnational theory of mediation. I am convinced that at the center of 
the construction of contemporary capitalism and its concomitant forms of 
governmentality is the emergence of a new cultural logic (as mentioned by 
Jameson 1991). The study of the material basis of this process, as well as its 
cultural dimension, requires understanding the dynamics of mediation (to use 
 Williams’ concept) that occurs between the two (Williams 1977). That is to 
say, it seems to me that it is important to construct a transnational theory that 
will necessarily require, as I have tried to demonstrate above, the concurrence 
of “objectivist” transnationalism with a perspective “of rupture,” such as that 
found in cultural studies.

To conceive such a theory, I use the concept of mediation in two forms. First, 
following Raymond Williams, I understand social processes as a unity that is 
concurrently a material situation and its representation. We cannot separate 
“base” (often a realm of interest of transnationalism) from “superstructure” 
(often perceived as the area of research of cultural studies) because social pro-
cesses are both material and the product of representation themselves. There-
fore, a theory of mediation should study how representation and material life 
are articulated and mutually constituted. In second place, I use the concept of 
“mediation” to state that in our efforts to acquire knowledge about reality, this 
does not stand “transparent” in front of our eyes. Knowledge of social reality 
is always mediated by culture, by a particular social network, and by specific 
practices. Our representation is not a “second nature” but a cultural medi-
ated perception of what we call “reality.” I’m not referring only to “everyday 
knowledges,” we should include in this cultural mediated construction of our 
subject of knowledge the representations produced by scientific activity and 
thought. Everyday knowledges and scientific knowledges often share elements 
of hegemonic cultural logic of a specific historic moment operating as a doxa, 
underlying orthodox and heterodox perceptions of reality.
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Some approaches from the cultural studies perspective support the idea 
that knowledge based on experience, that is, “practical knowledge,” when stra-
tegically situated might generate a critical perspective over hegemonic cultural 
representations. Such is the case of the diasporic intellectuals who might have 
a bifocal view and a double consciousness derived from their subaltern point 
of view in society. Such “point of view theory” has been criticized by its lack 
of “objectivity” and scientific depth.

A theory of mediation should start by introducing a principle of symmetry 
(Hess 2001). In order to surpass “methodological nationalism,” the transna-
tionalist perspective aimed to correct what they found to be limitations of the 
scientific method in social sciences. Although there is a recognition that errors 
derive from the fact that disciplines grew from the “habitus” of the nation, 
corrections were made in terms of the rules of the own scientific method. 
Recognition of people’s mobility and connectivity, the identification of trans-
national social spaces and the identification of supranational and subnational 
units of analyses, render empirically verifiable and replicable results. Following 
the contributions from feminist philosophy of science, this transnationalism 
could be identified as “strong transnational empiricism,” where results can be 
verified in terms of the tools of the own scientific method. Transnationalism, 
as we have described in former sections of this paper, has criticized the “point 
of view” approach we find in cultural studies as it might introduce cultural 
biases when resourcing for their analyses to concepts such as “diaspora” used 
by transmigrants, which might carry and express religious underpinnings.

In this tension between transnationalism (“strong empiricism”) and cul-
tural studies (“point of view theory”), the principle of symmetry would require 
both sides from the transnational studies equation to be treated evenly. That 
is, if transnationalist approaches consider cultural studies to be less empirically 
anchored as desirable, and too culturally grounded; transnationalism should 
be reviewed not only in terms of its scientific capacity, but also in terms of 
the cultural assumptions it might reproduce. In this context, cultural studies 
of science have the theoretical and methodological instruments to undertake 
such an endeavor. Symmetry would demand therefore not only both extremes 
from transnational studies to pass the scientific exam, but also to understand 
to what degree both approaches are subject to the influence of culture, and in 
particular to the hegemonic cultural logic of dominant politics and economics.

Thus, transnational mediation theory should endorse a symmetric per-
spective where cultural studies help to see the elements of the dominant 
cultural logic imbricated in transnationalism, while transnationalism would 
be the means to support the analytical tools we find in cultural studies and 
other critical theories. A transnational mediation theory would be, as we can 
infer from the abovementioned ideas, an example of double reflexivity, as it 
requires objectivist and non-objectivist accounts to incorporate a self-referred 



TRANSNATIONAL STUDIES TWENTY YEARS LATER…  125

and  critical stand. A further characteristic of a transnational mediation the-
ory should be that it would work as a connecting vessel among the topics of 
study developed by transnationalism and cultural studies. This leads us to two 
research topics developed by cultural studies that in my mind represent central 
topics for the development of transnational studies. These are the study of 
science as a subject of analyses, and the development of a political economy of 
affects. Both of this topics I will develop in the next paragraphs as I find them 
crucial for the understanding of current capitalism.

Thus, the second line of research is a critical theory of the sciences, an area 
of inquiry that has established new ways of understanding the construction 
of the social subject. Indeed, one of the spaces where this cultural struggle 
is waged is within scientific practice. We can find one example in the grow-
ing number of deaths in Mexico, which has led to changes in the dominant 
notions of the individual body and the social body. The disappearances of 
migrants have put at the center of the debate the notion of the body as a 
symbolic map. The textualization of the body is transformed into databases 
that forms part of the new “social body.” On the one hand, the security of the 
population depends, to a great extent, on the management of these databases. 
On the other hand, practices such as forensic anthropology have demonstrated 
the role of the sciences in state policies that cover up the widespread violence 
that has occurred in the migratory corridors between Central America and 
the United States. In this moment, theory derived from the feminist anthro-
pology of the sciences allows us to better understand the construction of a 
new discourse that is no longer based on “the social,” but rather on a complex 
ensemble of signs and technologies that are in contention with the practices of 
civil society and the national and international apparatuses that control and 
manage information (Besserer 2016).

Third, it seems important to develop studies about power that have incor-
porated the concept of “transnational governmentality” to explore how power 
has been constructed in a moment in which the state has apparently “with-
drawn” (Gupta and Ferguson 2002). A good example of this is the scholarship 
on deportations that have shown us that, in addition to the act of deportation, 
the self-construction of those subjects as “deportable” has had, in recent years, 
an important consequence on the demographic shifts between countries that 
were once categorized as “receiving” and those that traditionally have been 
“sending” workers on the international level (De Genova and Peutz 2010). 
This line of work about “power” permits us to refocus the discussion on the 
subject rather than a single-minded focus on the state, as do transnational 
studies of “politics” (Besserer and Nieto 2015).

Political economy of affect. In relation to the work on power, I am inter-
ested in contributing to the development of a political economy of affect that 
explains the subjective mode of transnational life in a moment in which we 
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should better understand the markets and politics of nostalgia (Hirai 2009), 
such as those that can be found within the regimes of terror and the  geographies 
of fear in, for example, the so-called “gray zone” of international migration 
(Guillot 2012). This approach permits us to think about transmigrants as sub-
jects with agency, and reveals the tension between a docile agency, as Saba 
Mahmood (2008) illustrates, and the counterhegemonic practices that can be 
found in everyday life, such as (in)appropriate feelings (Besserer 2014).

Specular ethnography. In congruence with the above-explained transna-
tional theory of mediation, I am interested in developing transnational eth-
nographic work that has the capacity to operate on both the level of empirical 
fieldwork, while simultaneously being informed by a critical theory such as 
cultural studies. Raymond Williams has demonstrated that art, culture and 
ideology are not a “reflex” of “reality,” or of the material basis of society. For 
this reason, he substituted a theory of “reflex” for a theory of mediation in his 
project. However, I find useful the metaphor of the mirror and the reflex, to 
explain a possible ethnographic approach for transnational studies. There are 
two possible ways of describing specular ethnography.

The first approach is a rather empirical and straightforward definition, 
where “specular ethnography” is the recognition that the reality we see when 
we use the methodological lenses of nationalism, is partial. Specular ethnogra-
phy would have the task of exploring the movements and connections of peo-
ples beyond the borders of local fields of research (Besserer and Oliver 2014). 
However, specular ethnography goes beyond multi-sited ethnography, because 
it explores the fact that this reality is not an extension of social life as we find 
it at the local level. We are rather exposed to the fact that the expanded field 
of social life has been “filtered,” “reclassified” or “inverted” by a dispositive 
of power as in the case of an international border. A Mexican campesino who 
crosses the border is re-classified, and becomes a “day-laborer,” a mistransla-
tion explained by Michael Kearney in – what I consider – his specular analyses 
of the triad “borders-orders-identities” (Kearney 2006). Specular ethnography 
may include the study of the “dispositive” itself, which might be an interna-
tional border, or a radio station (Robles 2015).

A second definition of “specular ethnography” would focus on the cultural 
logic of current economy and politics, exposing the culturally-mediated con-
struction of material life and society, exploring, for example, how new forms of 
global production transform fundamental notions of what nature is, and how 
a person is constituted (Besserer 2001).

Yet a third way of thinking “specular ethnography” relates with the onto-
logical discussion of the knowing subject in transnational studies. Following 
Kearney, we may state that transnational studies have identified the reduction 
of the critical distance between the “anthropological self” and the “ethno-
graphic Other.” This implies a growing recognition of the fact that everyday 
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people (self and Other) engage in ethnographic activities, live in resistance 
and contestation, and intervene at some point in the construction of critical 
narratives and theoretical analyses. This ethnography grows from the margins 
of the discipline, often becomes more than a form of collaboration in the 
field and rather a modality of “auto-ethnography,” and a form of “auto-the-
ory.” Students in ethnographic training at departments of anthropology are an 
example of these incredible talented ethnographers who are at some point still 
at the margins of the discipline, speaking from their own diasporic “point of 
view,” creating their own theoretical constructions, and putting anthropology 
into practice (Cinco 2017).

Thus, the aspect of the field entails more than a multi-sited approach: it 
requires, on the one hand, the recognition that the boundaries that fragment 
a reality under investigation frequently produce complementary and inverse 
realities at each end of said boundaries; and on the other hand, that the basic 
categories that inform a methodology are constructed. This specular ethnogra-
phy should study the processes of cultural production in order to understand 
the circular relationship between cultural production and the culturally con-
stituted character of material reality. Finally, a characteristic of this specular 
ethnography is that it begins from the “margins” of the discipline, incorpo-
rating the subjects with which we work as well as the students that start the 
research; both participate as knowing subjects in a process of collective reflec-
tion (Besserer 2016).
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