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Introduction

The twenty-first century will be the century of the migrant. At the 
turn of the century, there were more regional and international migrants 
than ever before in recorded history.1 Today, there are over 1 billion 
migrants.2 Each decade, the percentage of migrants as a share of the total 
population continues to rise, and in the next twenty-five years, the rate of 
migration is predicted to be higher than during the last twenty-five years.3 
It has become more necessary for people to migrate because of environ-
mental, economic, and political instability. Climate change, in particular, 
may cause international migration to double over the next forty years.4 
The percentage of total migrants who are non-status or undocumented 
is increasing, which poses a serious challenge to democracy and political 
representation.5

In other ways, we are all becoming migrants.6 People today relocate 
to greater distances more frequently than ever before in human history. 
While many people may not move across a regional or international bor-
der, they tend to change jobs more often, commute longer and farther to 
work,7 change their residence repeatedly, and tour internationally more 
often.8 Some of these phenomena are directly related to recent events, 
such as the impoverishment of middle classes in certain rich countries 
after the financial crisis of 2008, subsequent austerity cuts to social welfare 
programs, and rising unemployment. The subprime mortgage crisis led to 
the expulsion of millions of people from their homes worldwide (9 mil-
lion in the United States alone). Foreign investors and governments have 
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acquired 540 million acres since 2006, resulting in the eviction of millions 
of small farmers in poor countries, and mining practices have become 
increasingly destructive around the world—including hydraulic fractur-
ing and tar sands. This general increase in human mobility and expulsion 
is now widely recognized as a defining feature of the twenty-first century.9 
“A specter haunts the world and it is the specter of migration.”10

However, not all migrants are alike in their movement.11 For some, 
movement offers opportunity, recreation, and profit with only a tempo-
rary expulsion. For others, movement is dangerous and constrained, and 
their social expulsions are much more severe and permanent. Today, most 
people fall somewhere on this migratory spectrum between the two poles 
of “inconvenience” and “incapacitation.” But what all migrants on this 
spectrum share, at some point, is the experience that their movement results 
in a certain degree of expulsion from their territorial, political, juridical, or 
economic status. Even if the end result of migration is a relative increase 
in money, power, or enjoyment, the process of migration itself almost always 
involves an insecurity of some kind and duration: the removal of territo-
rial ownership or access, the loss of the political right to vote or to receive 
social welfare, the loss of legal status to work or drive, or the financial loss 
associated with transportation or change in residence.

The gains of migration are always a risk, while the process itself is 
always some kind of loss. This is precisely the sense in which Zygmunt Bau-
man writes that “tourism and vagrancy are two faces of the same coin” of 
global migration. Both the “tourist” (the traveling academic, business pro-
fessional, or vacationer) and the “vagabond,” (migrant worker or refugee), as 
Bauman calls them, are “bound to move” by the same social conditions but 
result in different kinds and degrees of expulsion from the social order. Busi-
nesspeople are compelled to travel around the world in the “global chase 
of profit,” “consumers must never be allowed to rest” in the chase of new 
commodities and desires, and the global poor must move from job to job 
wherever capital calls. For the tourist this social “compulsion, [this] ‘must,’ 
[this] internalized pressure, [this] impossibility of living one’s life in any 
other way,” according to Bauman, “reveals itself . . . in the disguise of a free 
exercise of will.”12 The vagabond sees it more clearly. The social compulsion 
to move produces certain expulsions for all migrants. Some migrants may 
decide to move, but they do not get to decide the social conditions of their 
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movement or the degree to which they may be expelled from certain social 
orders as a consequence. Migration in this sense is neither entirely free nor 
forced—the two are part of the same regime of social motion. The concept of 
expulsion simply means the degree to which a migrant is deprived or dispos-
sessed of a certain status in this regime.

The tourist and vagabond are always crossing over into one another, 
as Bauman writes. “None of the insurance policies of the tourists’ life-style 
protects against slipping into vagabondage . . . . [M]ost jobs are tempo-
rary, shares may go down as well as up, skills, the assets one is proud of 
and cherishes now become obsolete in no time.”13 Migration is the spec-
trum between these two poles, and the figure of the migrant is the one 
who moves on this spectrum. In this way, migratory figures function as 
mobile social positions and not fixed identities. One is not born a migrant 
but becomes one. This book is a philosophical history of the political 
subject we have become today: the migrant. However, there are two central 
problems to overcome in order to develop such a theory.

Two Problems

The first problem is that the migrant has been predominantly under-
stood from the perspective of stasis and perceived as a secondary or deriva-
tive figure with respect to place-bound social membership. Place-bound 
membership in a society is assumed as primary; secondary is the move-
ment back and forth between social points. The “emigrant” is the name 
given to the migrant as the former member or citizen, and the “immi-
grant” as the would-be member or citizen. In both cases, a static place and 
membership are theorized first, and the migrant is the one who lacks both. 
Thus, more than any other political figure (citizen, foreigner, sovereign, 
etc.), the migrant is the one least defined by its being and place and more 
by its becoming and displacement: by its movement.

[some revision]If we want to develop a political theory of the migrant 
itself and not the migrant as a failed citizen, we need to reinterpret the 
migrant first and foremost according to its own defining feature: its move-
ment. Thus, this book develops a theoretical framework that begins with 
movement instead of stasis.14 However, beginning from the theoretical pri-
macy of movement does not mean that one should uncritically celebrate it. 
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Movement is not always good, nor is movement always the same. Move-
ment is always distributed in different concrete social formations or types 
of circulation.15 It is not a metaphor. Thus, this book is neither a valoriza-
tion of movement, or an ontology of movement in general. It is a kinetic 
and philosophical history of the subject of our time: the migrant. It seeks 
to understand the material, social, and historical conditions under which 
something like the migrant has come to exist for us today. It is a philo-
sophical history of the present.

In this way, it is not only a theory of the migrant but also a theory 
of the social motions by which migration takes place. Society is always in 
motion. From border security and city traffic controls to personal tech-
nologies and work schedules, human movement is socially directed. Soci-
eties are not static places with fixed characteristics and persons.16 Societies 
are dynamic processes engaged in continuously directing and circulating 
social life. In a movement-oriented philosophy there is no social stasis, 
only regimes of social circulation. Thus, if we want to understand the 
figure of the migrant, whose defining social feature is its movement, we 
must also understand society itself according to movement. This, therefore, 
is the guiding interpretive framework of this book.17

The second problem is that the migrant has been predominantly 
understood from the perspective of states.18 Since the state has all too often 
written history, the migrant has been understood as a figure without its own 
history and social force. “In world history,” as Hegel says, “we are concerned 
only with those peoples that have formed states [because] all the value that 
human beings possess, all of their spiritual reality, they have through the 
State alone.”19 This is not to say that migrants are always stateless but that 
the history of migrant social organizations has tended to be subsumed or 
eradicated by state histories. Often, the most dispossessed migrants have 
created some of the most interesting non-state social organizations.

In response to this problem, this book offers a counter-history of sev-
eral important migrant social organizations that have been marginalized by 
states. The migrant is not only a figure whose movement results in a certain 
degree of social expulsion. The migrant also has its own type of movement 
that is quite different from the types that define its expulsion. Accordingly, 
migrants have created very different forms of social organization that can 
clearly be seen in the “minor history” of the raids, revolts, rebellions, and 
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resistances of some of the most socially marginalized migrants. This is a 
challenging history to write because many of these social organizations 
produced no written documents, or if they did, they were systematically 
destroyed by those in power. It is not a natural fact that the history of 
migrants has become ahistorical, as Hegel argues—it is the violence of states 
that has rendered the migrant ahistorical. This book does not try to render a 
complete account of this (a)history but rather to provide a social kinetic inter-
pretation of several important migrant social formations in Western history 
that have been buried by the history of states and citizens.

The Consequences

There are three important consequences of developing a political 
theory of the migrant in this way. First, it allows us to conceptualize the 
emergence of the historical conditions that gave rise to the types of social 
expulsion that define the migrant. The major forms of kinetic social expul-
sion that define the twenty-first century did not emerge out of nowhere. 
They emerged historically. At different points in history, migratory move-
ment was the result of different types and degrees of social expulsion: 
territorial, political, juridical, and economic. New forms of social organi-
zation rose to dominance through history. As states triumphed over vil-
lages, and markets triumphed over feudalism, we begin to see an explosion 
in new techniques for expelling migrants from their previous status. Once 
these new techniques emerge historically, they tend to persist. Today, we 
find the contemporary migrant at the intersection of all four major forms 
of historical social expulsion. However, this book is not a universal history 
of the migrant that shows the vast intertwining of all the previous forms 
of social expulsion at every historical point and to every degree for every 
social figure.20 This is too large a task. It is also not able to be sensitive to 
all of the changes that certain key terms like “territory” have undergone 
over thousands of years of history.21

The aim of this book is more modest: to provide an analysis of four 
major techniques for expelling migrants during their period of histori-
cal dominance and to provide a conceptual, movement-based definition 
of the migratory figures associated with these expulsions.22 The present 
study does not provide a history of the relative deprivations of tourists, 
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diplomats, business travelers, explorers, and state functionaries, although 
such a history would also be interesting. Instead, it focuses on the more 
marginalized figures of historical migration (nomads, barbarians, vaga-
bonds, and the proletariat) for three reasons. First, because it is primarily 
their history that has been decimated and is in the most need of recovery 
and reinterpretation. Second, because it is in their history that the emer-
gence of each new form of social expulsion (of which the tourist experi-
ences only the smallest degree) is most sharply visible. Third, and most 
important, because it is their history that more closely resembles the situ-
ation of most of the people we call migrants today.

The second consequence is that developing a theory of the migrant will 
allow us to analyze contemporary migration because the history of migration 
is not a linear or progressive history of distinct “ages.” Rather, it is a history 
of coexisting and overlapping social forces of expulsion. The same techniques 
of territorial, political, juridical, and economic expulsion of the migrants that 
have emerged and repeated themselves in history are still at work today. For 
example, territorial expulsion, the dispossession of land,23 does not occur only 
once against the nomadic peoples in the Neolithic period but gets taken up 
again and mobilized in various ways throughout history—up to the present. 
The invention of territorial social expulsion created historical nomadic peoples, 
but it also invented a social type of migrant subjectivity characterized by ter-
ritorial expulsion that also continues to define other territorially displaced 
peoples. This is the sense in which migrants may be “nomadic” without being 
exactly the same as historical nomads.

As an example, in the ancient world, migrants were expelled from 
their territories by war and kidnapping; in the medieval world, they were 
expelled by enclosure and the removal of customary laws that bound them 
to the land; and in the modern world, they have been expelled by the capi-
talist accumulation of private property. Although each dispossession of land 
is historically unique, each shares a common social kinetic function. Con-
temporary migration is part of this legacy.24 Today, migrant farmworkers 
are expelled by industrial agriculture; indigenous peoples are expelled from 
their native lands by war and forced into the mountains, forests, or “waste 
lands”; and island peoples are expelled from their territory by the rising 
tides of climate change. There is a certain truth in the fact that the popu-
lar press often refers to all these people as “nomads,” even though they are 



Introduction  7

not literally the same as early historical nomads. However, what all these 
migrants share is a specific social kinetic form of territorial expulsion that 
first rose to prominence in early historical nomadism.25

The analysis of contemporary migration presented here is not one of 
total causal explanation: of push-pull factors, psychological volunteerism, 
neoclassical or structural economism, and so on. Instead, it offers a unique 
kinetic analysis. The aim of this book is not to explain the causes of all 
migration but to offer better descriptions of the conditions, forces, and 
trajectories of its historical emergence and contemporary hybridity.

The third consequence of developing a theory of the migrant is that 
it allows us to diagnose the capacity of the migrant to create an alternative 
to social expulsion. The figure of the migrant is not merely an effect of 
different regimes of social expulsion. It also has its own forms of social 
motion in riots, revolts, rebellions, and resistances. Just as the analysis of 
the historical techniques for the expulsion of the migrant can be used to 
understand contemporary migration, so too can the historical techniques 
of migrant social organizations be used to diagnose the capacity of con-
temporary migrants to pose an alternative to the present social logic of 
expulsion that continues to dominate our world.

Today, the figure of the migrant exposes an important truth: Social 
expansion has always been predicated on the social expulsion of migrants. 
The twenty-first century will be the century of the migrant not only because 
of the record number of migrants today but also because this is the century 
in which all the previous forms of social expulsion and migratory resistance 
have reemerged and become more active than ever before. This contem-
porary situation allows us to render apparent what had previously been 
obscured: that the figure of the migrant has always been the true motive 
force of social history. Only now are we in a position to recognize this.

The argument of this book is developed in four parts. Part 1 defines 
and lays out the logical structure of social motion. Part 2 argues that the 
migrant is defined not only by movement in general but by several spe-
cific historical conditions and techniques of social expulsion. Part 3 shows 
how several major migrant figures propose an alternative to this logic, 
and Part 4 shows how the concepts developed in Parts 2 and 3 help us to 
better understand the complex dynamics of contemporary migration in 
US-Mexico politics. 



Conclusion

The migrant is the political figure of our time. Most people today 
increasingly fall somewhere, and at some point, on the spectrum of migra-
tion, from global tourist to undocumented labor. As a result, they expe-
rience (among other things) a certain degree of deprivation or expulsion 
from their social status. In this sense, the figure of the migrant is not a 
“type of person” or fixed identity but a mobile social position or spectrum 
that people move into and out of under certain social conditions of mobil-
ity. The figure of the migrant is a political concept that defines the condi-
tions and agencies by which various figures are socially expelled as a result 
of, or as the cause of, their mobility.

Rather than view human migration as the exception to the rule of 
political fixity and citizenship, this book reinterprets the history of politi-
cal power from the perspective of the movement that defines the migrant. 
This book begins not from normative or philosophical principles but from 
the social and historical conditions that define the subjective figures we 
have become: migrants. From this new starting point, it reinterprets politi-
cal theory as a politics of movement: a kinopolitics.

This new starting point of political philosophy allows us to over-
come two important problems set out at the beginning of this book. 
First, the figure of the migrant has been almost exclusively considered 
from the perspective of social stasis—and thus as derivative. However, 
Chapters 1 and 2 provide a new conceptual framework that privileges the 
primacy of the movement and flow that define the migrant. Stasis is then 
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reinterpreted as a secondary “junction” of motion. The consequence of 
beginning from this movement-oriented philosophy of flows is that we are 
able to reinterpret several of the major historical conditions that produced 
migration according to their different regimes of social motion. We thus 
discover, in Part 2, that one of the conditions of expanding social motion 
is the expulsion of the migrant from various territorial, political, juridical, 
and economic orders.

The second problem we have overcome is that the migrant has been 
previously considered primarily from the perspective of the history of 
the state—and thus as ahistorical. But Part 3 develops a kinetic history 
of several major social formations created and autonomously organized 
by migrants against the dominant forms of social expulsion. The conse-
quence of this conceptual history is that it gives us a concrete sense of what 
alternatives have been and can be created to oppose the dominant forms 
of kinopolitical expulsion.

The final payoff, and consequence, of the conceptual (Part 1), his-
torical (Part 2), and counterpower (Part 3) analyses of migration and social 
motion is that they provide us with the tools to analyze contemporary 
migration in a new way: from the perspective of the primacy of migration 
and motion (Part 4). This is possible because the migrant is not only a his-
torical figure but also a contemporary one, produced under certain social 
conditions that have persisted throughout history in different ways, to 
varying degrees, and in different combinations. Contemporary migration 
is a hybrid mix of all of them.

Analyzing contemporary migration according to the primacy of 
movement thus makes three important contributions. First, it allows us 
to see that contemporary migration is not a secondary phenomenon that 
simply occurs between states. Rather, migration is the primary condi-
tion by which something like societies and states is established in the first 
place. Migration is an essential part of how societies move. In particular, 
the expulsion of the migrant is a condition for social expansion and repro-
duction: it is constitutive. Second, it allows us to see that contemporary 
migration is poorly understood according to a single axis of social expul-
sion. Rather, the social conditions of migration are always a mixture of ter-
ritorial, political, juridical, and economic types of expulsion. All four are 
operative at the same time to different degrees. Thus, migrants are always 
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a mixture of different subjective tendencies toward nomadism, barbarism, 
vagabondage, and proletarian migrancy. Finally, this movement-oriented 
analysis allows us to see that there are alternatives to the contemporary 
conditions of migration being developed by migrants today.

However, there is still much work to be done in three major areas. 
The first area is historical. This book has limited its historical scope for 
the sake of clarity and brevity to analyzing only four major types of kin-
opower (centripetal, centrifugal, tensional, and elastic) during their gen-
eral period of social dominance. Once these types of kinopower emerge 
historically, they tend to persist and mix with one another, creating 
various hybrid combinations. For example, the technology of enclosure 
creates a territorial expulsion from the land, a political expulsion of the 
peasants from the decision-making process, a juridical expulsion from the 
customary law, and an economic expulsion from employment. Expulsion 
is always multiple. It is always a question of type and degree. Thus, what 
remains to be done in the future is to analyze the kinopolitical technolo-
gies presented here (and elsewhere) according to their full historical and 
kinetic mixture or hybridization—which this book has presented only in 
their relative isolation.

The second area is contemporary. This book has used its conceptual 
and historical framework to analyze only one major area of contemporary 
migration: Mexico-US migration. Many other major and interesting areas 
of contemporary migration remain to be analyzed within this framework, 
such as the landless peasant movement in Brazil, the recent home fore-
closure process happening around the world, the recent land grabs and 
expulsions in Cambodia, and the sans-papiers (without papers) struggle 
in France. So many migrant social expulsions are happening today that 
much remains to be done to reinterpret them according to the primacy 
of motion and the figures of the migrant that can pose an alternative to 
them.

The third area is subjective. In addition to limiting its historical and 
contemporary scope, this book has limited its subjective scope to focus 
solely on four major migrant subjects because it is their histories that were 
in most need of recovery, showed the sharpest visibility of social expul-
sion, and remain more relevant for most migrants today. But in doing so, 
it has left out the rich history and contemporary analysis of many other 
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migratory figures much less intensely or dramatically expelled from their 
social status. Thus, future work also remains to be done to show how 
such figures as tourists, commuters, diplomats, business travelers, explor-
ers, messengers, and state functionaries are affected by certain degrees 
of social expulsion with respect to their movement. These figures of the 
migrant also produce their own dominant and hybrid types (historically 
and recently) according to the four kinopolitical conditions. Work in 
this area is already under way in various ways in the journal Mobilities—
although it is not clear that such work always adopts a movement-oriented 
philosophy in the way that this book has.

There is much more to be done in the kinopolitical analysis of mi-
gration. The aim of this book has been to prepare the way for further anal-
ysis by creating a general conceptual and historical framework proper to 
the migrant (based on social motion) that can be used to perform further 
historical and contemporary analysis of migration elsewhere. No doubt 
the coming century of the migrant will require many new hybrid analyses.
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