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This paper presents a research concerning the subjective configurations of migrants in a global city, it 
focuses in the constitution of migrant subjects beginning with their symbolic attribution to a collective 
and individual identity construed as inferior. I argue here that we can speak of a reiteration of the 
mnemic traces, defined by Freud as those unconscious inscriptions that refer to repetitive patterns that 
operate through transference as old perceptions passed on to new experiences.  Migrant subjects who 
live in New York City are the object of special analysis because, historically, the city was built on a 
foundation of international migrations and because, as a global city, it allows us to analyze migrant 
subjects in the context of globalization. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This paper is an analysis of the constitution of migrant 
subjects beginning with their symbolic attribution to a 
collective and individual identity construed as inferior 
(Todorov, 1997; Gofmann, 1963). Migrant subjects who 
live in the city of New York are the object of special 
analysis because, historically, the city was built on a 
foundation of international migrations and because, as a 
global city, it allows us to analyze migrant subjects in the 
context of globalization. 

The paper is part of the doctoral dissertation: Ciudad 
global y sujetos migrantes: reconfiguraciones subjetivas 
como procesos educativos [Global City and Migrant 
Subjects: Subjective Reconfigurations as Educational 
Processes], and is structured in three parts. The first 
studies the historical development of migration in New 
York City. The second analyzes the establishment of this 
city as a global city, as well as the role of migrants in this 
process, and the third reflects on the social construction 

of the identity of Mexican migrants from the introjection of 
racial, cultural and linguistic stigmas. 
 
 
Ellis Island: The Island of Tears 
 
As is well-known, during the 19

th
 century New York 

became one of the main cities for receiving immigrants 
from every country in the world, through the port of Ellis 
Island (the Island of Tears), a small island situated next 
to the Statue of Liberty in New York Bay, where it is 
estimated that between 12 and 16 million immigrants 
entered the United States. 

The island is called this way because many immigrants 
were not allowed to enter the country despite the fact that 
they could see it from the island. According to Perec: 
“Two percent of the immigrants were rejected. Although it 
seems   little,   it   represents   250,000   persons.   Three  
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thousand of them committed suicide on Ellis Island 
between 1892 and 1924.” Also, and according to the 
same author (2004: 19): “It was the Golden Door. Here, 
very nearby, almost at hand’s reach, was the America 
they had dreamed of thousands of times, the land of 
liberty, where all men were equal, the country where 
everyone would finally have an opportunity, the new 
world, the free world where they could begin a new life.” 

Considering that the United States was a country built 
on immigration (It is estimated that more than half a 
million slaves arrived in the 18

th
 century. In the decade 

from 1840 to 1850 about one and a half million 
immigrants arrived, a mix of Europeans, Chinese and 
Latin Americans, the latter two groups lured by the gold 
fever in 1848 in California. In addition, with the signing of 
the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, February 2, 1848, 
approximately 100,000 Mexicans became foreigners in 
their own land), the importance of Ellis Island cannot be 
doubted. “It is estimated that 40% of Americans can trace 
their origins at least to one ancestor who arrived in the 
country through this port (Cf. 
http://genealogiablog.blogspot.com/2007/04/ellis-island).” 
Even then, immigration was an orderly and disciplined 
affair, according to systems based on processes of 
exclusion in accordance with the assignment of class and 
status. Thus: 
 

“passengers who traveled in first and second 
class, when arriving in New York, were not 
obligated to disembark and go through the whole 
process of medical and legal inspection on the 
island. This was not the case of immigrants 
arriving in third class, after voyages in deplorable 
sanitary conditions and overcrowding. In contrast 
to the rest of the passengers, those in third class 
were transported to the island and subjected to 
relevant health and legal controls” (Perec, 2004: 
19) 

 
The foregoing shows exclusion as an identitary 

mechanism that is the basis for the construction of 
American identity, until a difference is established, where 
that which is excluded is the nucleus of identification: 
first, it was the American Indians who were conquered; 
later the Africans and the enslaved, both branded as the 
other, so we can agree with Todorov (1997: 50) with 
regard to his position that there are two forms of 
relationship that the conqueror establishes with the 
conquered, both of which persist today. “The conqueror 
can perceive the conquered as identical to him, projecting 
onto him his own values, in an assimilationist attitude, or 
he can start out from the perspective of the differences, 
which translates into superiority for the conqueror and 
inferiority for the conquered.” The latter is clearly seen in 
American racism toward Africans, Latinos and Mexicans, 
in contrast to the former, which can be observed in the  
 

 
 
 
 
assimilationist policy that functioned in the integration of 
immigrants from Ellis Island. 

These policies of integration were based on the needs 
of capitalist development and gave rise in the past to 
New York as a factory for creating Americans, and are 
the reason why today it is one of the principal global 
cities. In this sense, Perec (2004) posits: 
 

“The immigrants who first disembarked at Battery 
Park soon perceived that what they had been told 
about the marvelous United States was not all 
that true: maybe the land belonged to all, but 
those who had arrived first had already been 
taken care of, and they could not avoid crowding 
together by tens in the windowless slums of the 
Lower East Side and working fifteen hours a day. 
Roasted turkeys did not fall on the plates and the 
streets of New York were not paved in gold. In 
reality, most of them were not even paved. And 
they then understood that they had been brought 
to pave them. And to dig the tunnels and canals, 
build routes, bridges, enormous dams, train 
tracks, clear forests, exploit mines and quarries, 
manufacture automobiles and cigarettes, rifles 
and suits, shoes, chewing gum, corned beef and 
soap, and build skyscrapers, even higher than 
those they had discovered when they arrived” 
(Perec, 2004: 61). 

 
Although this transnationalization of the work force is 

explained by its role in the accumulation and creation of 
capital, it is still necessary to question monocausal 
explanations of migrants’ labor movements and 
itineraries, which undoubtedly had a diverse impact on 
the different places where they arrived and exhibit 
different rationales in their international and regional 
incorporation. 

It is also necessary to take into account that although 
immigrants are accepted because their work interests 
coincide with capital accumulation requirements of the 
economy that welcomes them, in the context of their 
countries of origin they may be migrating not only for 
economic reasons, but also because of political 
persecution or war. 
 
 
New York: a Global City 
 
As is known, the functioning of the global economy 
requires creating spaces dedicated to controlling the 
principal economic activities for the execution of the 
worldwide economic network, that is, centralized 
structures for participating in the globalized economy, the 
so-called informational cities (Castells), postcolonial cities 
(King) or global cities (Sassen). Castells (1999) states: 
 
 



 
 
 
 

“The informational/global economy is organized 
around command and control centers capable of 
coordinating, innovating and negotiating the 
intertwined activities of the entrepreneurial 
centers…Thus, the phenomenon of the global 
city cannot be reduced to a few urban nuclei at 
the top level of the hierarchy. It is a process that 
involves advanced services, production centers 
and markets in a global network, with different 
intensity and scale according to the relative 
importance of the activities situated in each zone 
in relation to the global network” (Castells, 1999: 
411). 

 
These global cities, insofar as they are the structure for 

participating in the globalized economy, have different 
functions: as spaces for coordination of transnational 
capital; as places for connecting industrial and service 
areas, as places where the world’s elite connect, as 
borders where social relationships are formed, strongly 
distinguished by gender, ethnic group and class, as 
means for the symbolic reconstitution and formation of 
imaginaries. 

Today, New York City is considered one of the principal 
global cities. As the fifth largest metropolitan area in the 
world, with 17 million inhabitants, it has notable economic 
influence, continuous growth and an important economic 
and cultural role. The city generates one billion dollars a 
day and 75% of the city’s production is generated in 
Manhattan. New York’s GDP is greater than the income 
of 191 countries (including countries like Russia, 
Belgium, Holland, Switzerland and Sweden) and is 20% 
greater than more than 40 African nations. In this context, 
for New York City, Sassen (2003) points out: 
 

“In the daily work of the collection of principal 
services dominated by finances, a large part of 
the jobs involved are low paying and manual, 
many performed by women and immigrants. 
Although these types of workers and jobs are 
never represented as part of the global economy, 
they are, in fact, part of the infrastructure of jobs 
involved in the functioning and implementation of 
the global economic system, including such an 
advanced form as international finance” (Sassen, 
2003: 118). 

 
At present, Latino migrants, and especially Mexicans, 

carry out these functions in the capital accumulation 
cycle, strongly refined by the globalization of 
neoliberalism. In this sense, migrants are part of capitalist 
productive processes and promote both speculation with 
the remuneration of the undocumented work force as well 
as the cycles of work expulsion-inclusion, in accordance 
with the process of accumulation. 
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According to the report, The Newest New Yorkers, 

2000: Immigrant New York in the New Millennium, 
prepared by the Department of City Planning: 
 

“[…] Forty-three percent of the city’s workforce is 
made up of migrants, who are a majority in the 
manufacturing industry, in construction and in 
various service sectors. With regard to Mexican 
migrants, they are concentrated in Brooklyn and 
Queens, followed by the Bronx and Manhattan, 
and were among those with low-middle income in 
New York—$21,284 dollars annually in the case 
of men and $16,737 in the case of women. 
However, only 32% of Mexican homes were 
below the poverty line and the median income 
per home was 85% of the total average for the 
city. This is explained to a great degree because 
several workers live in one house” (Brooks, 
2005). 

 
New York City is considered the economic capital of 

the world and exhibits the contradictory processes that 
characterize the global city; on the one hand, it functions 
as a hub for the global economy and represents one of 
the most powerful nations; with its territory it brings 
together top functions of economic control, production 
and management. It is also center of political power and 
financial control and a meeting place for professional 
elites; on the other hand, it is a place of profound social 
inequalities and a space for the reception of innumerable 
migrants who incorporate themselves into economic 
activities characterized by extremely precarious work 
conditions and processes invisibility with regard to their 
work. 

In short, we can conceive these cities as strategic loci 
for the valuation and accumulation of capital and for the 
management and centralization of global economic 
processes. These cities are also places for the 
incorporation of immigrants into activities that support 
strategic economic sectors. In this regard, these workers 
emerge as the systemic equivalent of the subcontracted 
proletariat in the surrounding countries, with which they 
share a labor market characterized by segmentation, the 
precariousness and flexibilization of work, but in a mode 
of incorporation that makes these workers invisible. 
 
 
Migrant Subjects: The Social Construction of 
Differentness 
 
As was mentioned before, in the global city of New York 
migrants occupy the lowest labor categories and salaries 
in the American labor market, which in and of itself 
already establishes a difference, insofar as these 
migrants   are   incorporated  into  a  labor  market  where  
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conditions of precariousness, flexibilization and 
invisibilization prevail. This notwithstanding, this last 
section is interested in showing the symbolic construction 
of migrant subjectivity as a construct of social 
differentiation from two points of view: as an underlying 
process of colonial subjectivation and as an element for 
the construction of an American identity, where 
otherness, the differences that separate them from the 
rest, from those that are outside the group (the American 
Indian, the Afro-American, the Mexican) indicate a 
superiority that they perceive as innate. 

Subjectivation refers to the moment of identification 
with a certain power structure and draws from two 
sources: the contributions of Foucault (1976) and Butler 
(1997) and Althusser’s analysis with regard to ideology 
and the ideological apparatus of the state (1976) and can 
be conceptualized as the fact that subjection is not only 
synonymous with subordination, but also refers to an 
introjective process in the subject, a subjectivation. 

Thus, one of the effects of subjectivation refers to 
voluntary subordination to power, the subordination of 
oneself that has its origin in the symbolic introjection of 
power. In this regard, Butler (1997: 25) asserts that 
“power acts on the subject in at least two ways. First, as 
that which makes him possible, the condition of his 
possibility and the opportunity for his formation y, 
secondly, as that which is adopted and reiterated in the 
subject’s own actions.” 

In this context, I argue that “racial inferiority” has 
resulted in subjectivation and constitutes an identitary 
mark in the construction and consolidation of Mexican 
identity, placing its origin in colonization, where we can 
see, along with the triumph of the European version of 
history, the exclusion of the other (of the Indian) with the 
stigmatization of his skin color, his language, his religion 
and his customs, which leads not only to cultural 
dispossession, but also to a depreciated identity, 
because what was negated and subjected to second-
class status during the conquest was the identity of the 
other (The foregoing may be seen clearly in the story 
Naufragios [Shipwrecks] (1988), about Cabeza de Vaca, 
where he declares: “There are very large and beautiful 
meadows throughout the land and with very good pasture 
for livestock and it seems to me that it would be a very 
fruitful land if it were worked and inhabited by people of 
reason”). 

In this sense, it is my opinion that migrants constitute 
their identity from an introjection, dating from way back, 
of a colonial subjectivation that the migrant carries with 
him from his place of origin and that has been ratified in 
his place of destination, especially involving racism as an 
element introjected by the migrants, that is, the skin as a 
place that reveals stories of oppression or of privilege, 
and which explains the racialized body as a mechanism 
for social control (In this context, we can find in the 
conquest the origin of racism, not only as race (the white 
race   as   superior),   but  also  as  identitary  racism:  the  

 
 
 
 
banning of Indian identity by condemning its culture, its 
language and its customs to silence, a fact which persists 
to this day. For example in the educational research by 
Estrada, 2008 and Hernández, 2008). 

Among the consequences of the foregoing is that 
Mexican migrants constitute their identity from their social 
exclusion and subordination, negating the identity of the 
group to which they belong and on which our history is 
based (we don’t want to be Indians), as a subculture in 
the face of hegemonic power represented first by the 
Spaniards, later by our country’s dominant classes which, 
in accordance with their project of modernity, propose 
epistemological (understanding being Mexican) and 
identitary (of status, consumption, etc.) models based on 
Western lifestyles. 

In this sense, we can agree with Spivak’s (2000) 
suspicion, in his review of anticolonial and nationalistic 
discourses of native elites in conquered countries, that 
the historiography produced by these sectors is a 
continuation of the colonial discourse and is in debt to the 
same colonialist assumptions. In Mexico, the works of 
Samuel Ramos exhibit this historical production that 
vindicates Western culture as a universal culture and 
despises Indian culture. Samuel Ramos (quoted in 
López, 2009) considers the Indian as incapable of being 
assimilated into Western civilization because he is 
incapable of creating an original culture: our race and our 
history are only branches of the European. For him, the 
Mexican is ontologically inferior. Thus, our own 
knowledge, opposed and asymmetrical with regard to 
Western knowledge, is subjugated, unrecognized in its 
alternate way of producing knowledge. In this way, our 
identity incorporates exclusionary ghosts, insofar as we 
live within frameworks, both epistemological as well as 
identitary (symbolic and imaginary), proposed by the 
hegemonic power, forgetting not only alternate ways of 
living, such as those proposed by indigenous 
communities, but also pursuing identitary ideals that, 
when not fulfilled, imply depreciated identities. 

The second sphere in the social construction of 
differentness can be observed already during American 
colonization of the territories expropriated during the war 
of 1848, which includes the states of California, New 
Mexico and Texas. According to calculations at the time 
that the Treaty of Guadalupe was ratified, 28,000 
Mexicans remained in the state of Texas; 57,000 in New 
Mexico; and 23,000 in California. This treaty stipulated in 
article VIII that Mexicans would keep their properties and 
possessions; article IX granted them the possibility of 
obtaining U.S. citizenship; and article X recognized all 
land concessions made by the Mexican government (this 
article was later abolished in its entirety). In actual fact, a 
policy of expulsion from the lands and expropriation of 
property was implemented, through violence (some 
historians calculate that from 1860 to 1870 between three 
and four thousand Mexicans were lynched), and the 
policy was  legitimized  through  the  myth  of  racial  and 



 
 
 
 
culture inferiority. García (2007) states: 
 

“The first disparaging postulate regarding 
Mexicans, then, is that they belong to a separate 
race. They are described as “colored people” 
who come from an impure race. The Indian race 
was considered pagan, savage, depraved and 
primitive; the Spanish race was impure because 
it was mixed with Africans and Jews, and 
heathen because it practiced Catholicism, 
categorized as superstitious and ignorant 
fanaticism. This twin heritage made Mexicans 
“slaves of despotism and superstition” (García, 
2007: 146). 

 
In fact, the Mexicans who stayed in the conquered 

territories after 1848 were suppressed and treated under 
the same policies of segregation as the African-
Americans: These racist policies legitimized both material 
expropriation as well as their exploitation as cheap labor. 
The dispossession was not only material, but also cultural 
to the degree that not only was skin color stigmatized as 
inferior, but also the culture and traditions. In this sense, 
we can refer to epistemic violence, a concept used by 
Belausteguigoitia (2001), and which constitutes the 
modification, negation and, in extreme cases such as 
colonization, suppression of the meanings of the 
everyday, legal and symbolic lives of individuals and 
groups. The banning of a mother tongue in an occupied 
nation, for example, constitutes one of the extreme forms 
of epistemic violence because it entails the prohibition of 
explaining the world with one’s own codes and 
references. Gloria Anzaldúa (1988), a Chicana feminist 
writer, tells the following story: 
 

“One day, when I was eight or nine years old, my 
father dropped in my lap a little 25 cent Western 
novel, the only type of book he could get at the 
drugstore. The act of reading changed me 
forever. In the Western novels that I read, all of 
the workers, villains and bartenders were 
Mexican. But I knew that the first cowboys were 
Mexican, that in Texas there were more of us 
than Anglos, that my grandmother’s farms had 
been stolen by the voracious Anglo. However, 
within the pages of these books, both Mexicans 
as well as Indians were animals. The racism that 
I later recognized in my teachers and that I could 
never ignore I found in the first Western novel I 
read” (Anzaldúa, 1988: 159). 

 
It is interesting that discrimination against Mexicans in 

the United States is based on language, religion and 
race, since the first two are the result of historical 
subordination (the Spanish conquest), which meant a 
profoundly diminished identitary construction. With regard 
to the latter (race), since the time of  the  conquest  it  has  
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generated subjective judgments that see in the color of 
the skin a motive for shame, pain and exclusion, a 
contemptible corporality that shows a devalued space of 
belonging, so that racism is experienced as a variety of 
everyday practices with profound effects on the migrant’s 
life experience. The following testimony exemplifies this: 
 

Ea. How have you dealt with racism? 
TM1. (The testimony of an illegal migrant 

woman, 44 years of age. The interview was 
conducted on March 30, 2007 in New York, in the 
United States. From now on, this will be referred 
to as TM1) Well, believe it or not, the “nenes” (In 
New York, the Afro-Americans are called 
“nenes”) are the most racist. One day three of 
them got on the subway and started to insult me: 
“Fucking María, go back to your country.” I 
thought they were going to beat me. 

Ea. And what did you do? 
TM1. Nothing. I was thinking about how to 

defend myself. I know a lot of Kung Fu, but since 
I didn’t respond, they thought I didn’t understand 
English and left. 

 
It is paradoxical that racism is based on relationships of 

power that legitimize the generation of differences in 
terms of corporal signs. For example, the facial features 
of this migrant woman translated into: “Fucking María.” 
These corporal signs are used to assign subjects a 
representation and have been constructed and regulated 
throughout history as places of differences. 

In this sense, we can speak of a reiteration of the 
mnemic traces, defined by Freud as those unconscious 
inscriptions that refer to repetitive patterns that operate 
through transference as old perceptions passed on to 
new experiences. Martínez (2005: 4) posits that in Freud 
“[…] the psychic apparatus has to do on the one hand 
with a virtual space and on the other functions as a 
writing machine, that is, a virtual device where a mnemic 
trace is inscribed.” This same author, when analyzing 
Freud’s work (In this text, Freud (1925, 4) presents the 
magic writing pad as a memory device in which “the 
surface upon which this note is preserved, the pocket-
book or sheet of paper, is as it were a materialized 
portion of my mnemic apparatus, the rest of which I carry 
about me invisible), A Note Upon the “Mystic Writing 
Pad”, points out that in Freud, “[…] the disappearance or 
erasing of what is written is only an illusion. If we lift up 
the celluloid sheet and waxed paper we can see that 
every stroke has been engraved in the layer of wax […] 
What has already been scribbled will make the new 
strokes take a certain direction, that is, it will determine 
the new stroke” (Freud, 2006: 9). 

In the case of migrants, the inscription of these mnemic 
traces refers to an introjected racial inferiority from the 
country of origin, as distilled racial subjectivation that is 
not  necessarily  present  in  the  consciousness;  as  the  



174    Glo. Adv. Res. J. Soc. Sci. 

 
 
 
inscription of old data that is renewed in the racism which 
they are subjected to in the countries to which they 
migrate, that is, as mnemic traces that become scars and 
marks with the new strokes. 

These mnemic traces are incorporated as identitary 
marks that become stigmas which primarily discredit the 
subject, who, when he is socially rejected, generates 
ambivalence with regard to his own identity. Gofman 
(1963: 127) states: “Since in our society an individual 
who is stigmatized acquires standards of identity that he 
applies to himself, despite his inability to adapt to them, it 
is inevitable that he feel a certain ambivalence toward his 
self […] The stigmatized individual presents a tendency 
to classify his peers according to the degree in which his 
stigmas exhibit and impose themselves.” 

What stands out in the previously mentioned example 
is that individuals who traditionally have been 
discriminated against, the Afro-American population with 
a historical past of slavery and stigmatization based on 
skin color, are often, in turn, those who most discriminate, 
so that it would seem that the construction of their identity 
requires the devaluation of the other as a way of 
reevaluating their own identity. Gofman (1963: 127) 
points out: “And since what is involved are roles of 
interaction, not concrete individuals, it is not surprising 
that in many cases he who has a certain kind of stigma 
subtly shows all his normal prejudices aimed against 
those who have another kind of stigma.” 

In this sense, discrimination is based on multiple poles 
of identity—class, race, gender—and people who are 
discriminated become themselves the perpetrators of 
discrimination, thus making invisible their own exclusion 
and placing themselves in a power relationship where the 
other “fucking María” can become the object of 
legitimized humiliation because she is a bearer of 
corporal marks. 

In this example, what stands out also is the problem of 
language: “but since I didn’t respond, they thought I didn’t 
understand English and they left.” This testimony shows 
a linguistic exclusion by considering the other as 
incapable of gaining admittance to the cultural codes. 
The following testimony also is also an example of this: 
 

Ea. And have you been the victim of 
discrimination? 

TM2. (Testimony of an illegal migrant woman, 
48 years old. She works as a maid. The interview 
was conducted on March 29, 2007, in New York, 
United States. From here on, it will be referred to 
a TM2) Yes. 

Ea. A lot? A little? 
TM2. Mmm. When you don’t speak the 

language they see you as stupid. So, when you 
don’t speak or read the language, I think that has 
brought me problems, especially with regard to 
my son, who is in jail, and I’ve felt discrimination 
because I think he’s there more than anything  

 
 
 
 
because he’s Mexican, because he is 
undocumented and because we’re poor. 

 
The lack of access to the language is experienced as 
inferiority—“they look at you as if you were stupid”—and 
it is associated with a series of linguistic exclusions in 
which Spanish, the language of the other, who has been 
characterized as inferior, is denied. This is observed in 
the following testimony: 
 

TM3. (Testimony of a legal migrant women, 55 
years of age, married to a Puerto Rican citizen, 
through which she obtains citizenship. She is 
currently dedicated to selling jewelry. She will 
hence be referred to as TM3. Interview carried 
out on May 5, 2009, in Mexico City)  I worked 
doing telephone surveys. In one that had to do 
with housewives I was very saddened. They told 
me that they couldn’t respond because their 
husbands would beat them, because of the 
immigration authorities. I only interviewed 
Latinas, not Americans. Because of the 
discrimination, as soon as they hear your accent, 
they hang up. 

 
In summary, the identitary construction of the migrant in 
the global city ratifies a racial subjectivation of many 
years standing that is updated constantly through its 
imbrication with American identity, which has been 
constructed from a social construct of differences that 
stigmatize the other as an inferior subjectivity not only 
because of skin color, but also with regard to culture and 
language. This social construct of differences is accepted 
by migrants in accordance with subjectivation processes 
introjected historically and culturally from their place of 
origin and which are ratified in the global city beginning 
with their incorporation into precarious jobs that make 
them invisible and including their daily lives, where they 
are discriminated against for racial as well as for linguistic 
and cultural reasons. 
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