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Migration after Empire. Postcolonial masculinities and the transnational dynamics

of subalternity

Abstract

Drawing on a qualitative study on migrant men recently arrived in Portugal, this paper
examines how the experience of migration leads to the rebuilding of masculinity. The
experiences of discrimination and strategies of resistance are linked to the history of
Portuguese colonialism and the ways men hailing from contrasting colonial and
postcolonial geographies within the Portuguese Empire (Brazil, Mozambique and Cape
Verde) discover their subordination in the Portuguese context. We advance two central
ideas. Firstly, we engage in an active historicisation of transnationalism and defend the
postcolonial character of migrant masculinities. Rather than neutral or a-historical,
transnational experiences of migration are better interpreted through the lens of specific
histories of colonialism and postcolonialism. Secondly, while recognising the centrality
of the hegemonic model of masculinity, we argue that the conceptualisation of
masculinity as a complex structure of material and symbolic capitals permits to avoid
one-dimensional accounts of subordination and dominance. Furthermore, the notion of
capital is helpful for tying together the micro-enactments of masculinity and the macro-
historical dynamics of colonialism and postcolonialism. Expanding the notion of
postcolonial masculinities implies working with renewed tools suited for analysing how
subordination is perpetuated through colonial devaluation or contested via the

mobilization of certain capitals.
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transnationalism



Introduction

The formation of transnational regimes of governance primarily ruled by the
‘owners of the world below—captains of industry, financial barons, political elites and
media tycoons’! occupied centre-stage in developments that over time reshaped the model
of hegemonic masculinity advanced by Raewyn Connell in the 1970s and 1980s.? The
idea of a transnational business masculinity’ came later to be equated with hegemonic
masculinity in an interpretation that prioritised financial capital in the definition of male
power. However, although Connell realised that ‘There were sophisticated sociological
theories of class, but not of gender’,4 social class was never the single criterion for
explaining the hierarchy of masculinities.’ Sexuality, gender identity or racialized
discrimination also played a central role. For Connell, hegemonic masculinity is a system
of hierarchical plurality that emerges from the intersection between different principles
of power and subordination played at local, national, transnational and global levels.®

Often, the hierarchy of masculinity contained in the hegemonic model was subject
to misinterpretation and reductionism, whether hegemonic masculinity is understood as
a specific type of masculinity performed by a group of men or as a free-floating ideal,
which hardly captures men’s doings of gender.” We believe nonetheless that hegemonic
masculinity is a useful theoretical tool. Not only is hegemonic masculinity erected upon
a variety of power differentials shaped by complex interconnections but it also captures
the trans-scalar dynamics of masculine power working at the global level. However, if
the transnational angle came to be one major cornerstone of the theorisation about men
and masculinities — as evident in Connell’s later formulation of managerial masculinities
— the expanding processes of transnationalisation have set difficult challenges to research
about men and masculinities.® These challenges must necessarily lead us to reconsider

the power relations that uphold the model of hegemonic masculinity.” As Connell wrote



‘Hegemonic masculinity is always constructed in relation to various subordinated
masculinities as well as in relation to women.”!° Consequently, we may assume that class-
based transnational business masculinities establish global dominance over localised non-
white or non-heterosexual masculinities.

In spite of the wealth of contributions on subordinated and marginalised
masculinities (henceforth subordinate or subaltern),'! there is still a dearth of research
about the principles of subordination shaping non-hegemonic positions at the global level.
Taking this gap as our starting point, we seek to contribute to expanding the necessary
conversation on subordinate masculinities, which remain under-theorised in Connell’s
model. While class-based dominance of transnational managers has been under heavier
theoretical scrutiny, subaltern positions, for the most part, have been empirically
conflated with race, ethnicity and men in or from the Global South.'? Moreover, race,
sexuality and class appear enmeshed under the umbrella designation of subordinate
masculinities, a shorthand to name what is opposite to hegemonic principles of whiteness,
heterosexuality and breadwinning.!> Simultaneously, the concern with migrant,
transnational or diasporic masculinities generates new umbrella terms that respond to the
need for concepts that enable to account for continuous flow of people and ideas from
one corner of the globe to the other, normally from the Global South to the Global North.

In the face of the problem, we seek to further advance the notion of postcolonial
masculinity. Although the term is not new,'* we contend that postcolonial masculinities
deal with the subalternity forged upon racialised relations of power. Adjusting Connell’s
initial configurations of masculinity, we believe that the subaltern positions of non-white
men might be further conceptualised if we bring in the specific hierarchical positions that
were historically produced by colonialism. Our view of postcolonial masculinities was

triggered by an empirical investigation that focussed on different groups of newly arrived



immigrant men living in contemporary Portugal. When exploring the ways in which
migrant men rebuild their masculinity, we understood that any reflection on migrant,
transnational or diasporic masculinities would fall short if oblivious of the history of
colonialism or solely oriented towards one-dimensional axes of inequality, be it race or
class. From this perspective, our analysis of financially disadvantaged migrant men in
Lisbon privileges an intersectional perspective towards the reconstruction of
masculinities, which implies renegotiating the valued traits and symbols of masculinity.
These strategies are linked to the history of Portuguese colonialism and the ways men
hailing from diverse and contrasting colonial and postcolonial histories within the
geographies of the Portuguese Empire (Brazil, Mozambique and Cape Verde) rediscover
their subordination in the Portuguese context. Such a perspective implies that we bring
modernity and postcolonialism into the equation inasmuch as gender and power, while
underpinned by various transnationalisations, cannot be viewed as ahistorical. In this
sense, Portugal, as a semi-peripheral country to where migration has been mainly weaved
by former colonial encounters, offers an excellent setting from which to explore
experiences of displacement as a sort of remnant of the lost empire.

In the section that follows, we seek to expand the conceptualisation of postcolonial
masculinities as transnational undertakings anchored in the history of colonial and
postcolonial oppression. Recognising the hierarchy between masculinities, we argue that
subaltern and dominant positions are recreated, in each historical context, by multiple
strategies designed to obtain personal value in ways that translate the marketised
narratives of migrant men. Following an inductive strategy, we propose the concept of
masculine capital as a tool to analyse the dynamics of postcolonial masculinities.
Secondly, we situate our microanalysis of migrant men’s masculinities in the larger

historical dynamics of colonialism and postcolonialism. We suggest that transnational



approaches must be grounded in the history of colonial empires that developed alongside
the expansion of capitalism and modernity. Their complex and plural configurations
enabled us to understand the narratives and strategies of migrant men. Thirdly, we
describe how the participants in our study dealt with and resisted the multiple oppressions

(of race, class, gender or sexuality) they encountered in Portugal.

Postcolonial masculinities

From the 1980s onwards, the conceptualisation of the model of hegemonic
masculinity brought transnational masculinities to the frontline as a means to the
formation of a new historical hegemony — that of corporate managers and global
finance.!> However, even if corporate managers are still playing the main role in the game
of male power, there are today other fundamental linkages between transnationalism and
masculinities.

Research focusing on migrant men has expanded and provided us with a rich body
of empirical information on how subordinate masculinities are compelled to change, at
least to a certain degree, when men have to adjust to a different gender order and different
norms of masculinity.'® However, the inquiry into the adjustment to or the embodiment
of western masculinities has left a gap in theorisation. In spite of the wealth of the research
undertaken,!” there is still an urgent need to expand our conceptualisation of subaltern
masculinities. They are, after all, transnational endeavours working at the global level
through the intersection of multiple forms of inequality, such as class, race or sexuality.
If transnational business masculinities symbolise the triumph of global neoliberal
capitalism, transnational processes also forge subaltern masculinities. In this way,
alongside global finance, processes of racialisation are increasingly transnational

inasmuch as the flow of bodies and racial categories, often dispersed through the scapes



of imagination (to add an additional dimension to Appadurai’s'®

conceptualisation),
moves beyond national borders and even the edges of old empires. Hence, postcolonial
masculinities bring in the historicity of power relations between colonisers and colonised
in both past and present. Consequently, postcolonial masculinities also permit to
illuminate transnational processes of re-encounter between the colonisers and the
colonised or subaltern. Without forgetting that there is a particular, but widespread, power
relation that stems from old forms of domination, exploitation and enslavement.
Consequently, a reflection on subalternity and hegemony that moves beyond the
local and the present, must consider how specific transnationalisation processes moulded
masculinity across time and place. Therefore, we need renewed tools for analysing how
subordination is perpetuated through the combination of a plural set of intersected
discriminations that might be contextually reinterpreted and even reinforced. When
migrant men move between different places, men’s enactments of masculinity and the
value of a given masculinity might change. In this way, men may lose, or even increase,
their ‘masculine capital’, a concept proposed by Anderson to measure the ‘masculine
level of a man’.!” Indeed, a prised masculinity can take multiple forms. From the
stereotypical image of white successful corporate managers to black hip-hoppers, from
fierce military to famous football players. The array of different symbols associated with
a powerful masculinity enables men to rebuild their position, whether of dominance or
subalternity, in diverse ways. Often, acts of reconstruction pertain to the level of discourse
to the detriment of material privilege. The emasculation of ‘materially’ powerful men?
and the building up of a phallocentric masculinity,?!' ranging from explicit violence to the
explicit investment in forms of ‘bodily’?? or ‘physical’® capital constitute well-known
examples. Sometimes discursive enactments compensate for the lack of other capitals.?*

Poor migrant men (like those in our research) are not materially powerful, but their global



subordination does not deter them from aspiring to power and carry through strategies of
self-valuation to avoid complete subjection.25 Therefore, in our view, men’s enactments
of masculinity involve both material and discursive elements that might be better
conceived as a complex structure of material and symbolic capitals.

The notion of capital is helpful for tying together the micro-enactments of

® or Coles’” Bourdieu-inspired theorisations of

masculinity — as in Anderson’s?
masculinity and capital — and the macro-historical dynamics of colonialism and
postcolonialism. Rather than a linear hierarchical system where specific principles of
discrimination determine a given subordinate position within the order, by
conceptualising masculinity as a structure of competing capitals (not afar from Coles’
notion of field of masculinity), we can better understand masculinity as an effective
though flexible and multifaceted, practice. From this angle, each capital (whether material
or symbolic) can be strategically mobilised and performatively enacted in different
spheres and with different meanings. Hence, instead of a hegemony constituted by stable
power hierarchies grounded on the cultural rule of a group or class of men, in the
Gramscian sense, male power can be reproduced through tension and struggle.”® The
notion of capital can therefore be useful to grasp multiple and intersected axes of
inequality. It might help us avoid the traps of working with an excessively linear and
hierarchical positioning of the dominant as opposed to the subordinate, a reasoning that
may well occur when we carelessly use the concept of hegemonic masculinity.

In the conceptualisation of capital, the definition proposed by Bourdieu enables
us to conceptualise capital not only as something with a material value but also as
something (or someone) with a specific symbolic value, thereby forging an economy of
symbolic exchange.?”” Nonetheless, although paramount, Bourdieu’s approach is not

ample enough, for two reasons. Firstly, it privileges a class-over-race determinism.



Secondly, the concept of capital is too tied to a strict definition of field, with often one
type of capital prevailing in one specific institutional field and being of little value in
another field.’® Therefore, if we want to conceptualise masculinities as a structure of
capitals, appropriated, transformed and performed by subjects, we need to enlarge our
notion of capital beyond the limits imposed by fields in Bourdieu’s conceptual
architecture.’!

One way of tackling this problem could imply going back to the root, to Marx’s
conceptualisation of capital and taking his theory of value as the main starting point.*?
However, in order to avoid the trap of an excessive materialism that obfuscates our view
of domination as also symbolic, poststructuralist approaches to power can be quite
illuminating. That is perhaps the better way of giving concepts such as sexual or bodily
capital theoretical sustainability, while also crystallised forms of socially produced value,
which can be fought for and exchanged. In a way, and following Baudrillard’s reasoning
on the ‘object value system’, signs and symbols can be exchanged as commodities insofar
as meaning (which can equal exchange value in a Marxian sense) is created through
difference.®® Generated within an economy of meaning whose foundations exceed the
determinism of material production, as argued by Baudrillard, the difference must then
be placed in the context of colonial history, postcolonial encounters and transnational
capitalism.

Against this backdrop, we suggest that the notion of postcolonial masculinities is
fitted to signal the continuous subalternisation of those subjected to hegemonic powers
from imperial days to nowadays. Analyses of postcolonial masculinities should
acknowledge the coloniality of subaltern and hegemonic masculinities and further
advance our understanding of transnational dislocation while dependent upon the history

of colonial encounters. After all, the hegemony of white-upper-class corporate managers



is as colonial as the subalternity of non-white-poor migrants. Indeed, while slavery is
often considered as pre-capitalist, Hardt and Negri** argue that the largescale colonial
slave production system underpinned European capitalism economy. While
representing a form of transnationalisation, postcolonial masculinities emphasise the
historical domination of the colonised and suggest that contemporary transnational
dynamics are produced by that very same history.
In fact, we follow Connell very closely. As she emphasised in a 1998 interview:*®
‘Hegemony in gender relations is a process, a historical relationship, and not a
fixed pattern (still less a type of personality). The Western impact on the colonial
world ruptured gender orders and initiated an endlessly complex struggle for new

relationships.’

The history of colonial violence marks both the structural order of gender and
society but also the self and their capacity for agency. However, agency can only become
centre-stage if we avoid one-dimensional explanations or determinisms and work with a
plural and flexible conceptualisation of inequality. Hence, in our analysis of financially
underprivileged immigrant men, we mobilise the micro-macro linkages implicated in the
reconstruction of masculinities, considering that postcolonial practices are a form of
transnationalisation deeply linked to the history of Portuguese colonialism. From such a
perspective, postcolonial masculinities — and the resistance of subaltern men through the
mobilisation of certain capitals — cannot be fully apprehended without debating the
workings of gender and power vis-a-vis the influence of the colonial and post-colonial
dynamics of societies. This implies engaging in an active and explicit historicisation of
transnationalism, which is never neutral or a-historical. For us, the historicity of the

transnational can be better formulated under the broader concept of modernity, especially
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when mobilising the postcolonial critique to Eurocentric views. After all, in a world
shaken by massive changes in gender relations, men’s lives and masculinities reveal, at
the micro-level, the entanglements of modernities.’” Although capitalism and modernity
are conceptually different and ‘the meaning of modernity exceeds the one of capitalism

>38 the connection

in the sense that it refers to a general societal self-understanding,
between both terms is deep. As Casassas and Wagner argue, while the ‘economic
problématique’ of capitalism is but one aspect of modernity, the imaginary of autonomy
that rose in the eighteenth century became the basis of all market-based social relations
and ideals of free agents. In this vein, we concur that capitalism, modernity and (as argued
in the next section) colonialism are not dissociable. Even if institutional forms of markets,

states and systems of gendered domination may vary across time and space, any act of

historicisation must, therefore, recognise their common norms and shared pathways.

Historicising transnationalism

Postcolonial scholars, and most of the critics of Eurocentric and westernised views
of modernity, have argued in favour of plurality, either announcing the end of modernity
and the consequent shift to a post-modern era or alleging that, rather than expand in a
homogeneous flow, modernity has evolved in multiple pathways. The latter implies the
redefinition of modernity itself, leaving behind ideal conceptions of a congruent history
and process. As Bernard Yack® radically argued, socio-economic and cultural practices
do not fit coherently together, and viewing modernity as a coherent whole is a particular
type of fetishism. Undoubtedly, postcolonialism continued the best tradition of critical
theory and had a crucial role in deconstructing modernisation theories, which, in the
1950s, tried precisely to cope with the fall of colonial empires, establishing patterns for

universal development guided by the supremacy of western modernity and a-historical
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views of globalisation as the motor force of the neoliberal agenda in the aftermath of
colonial struggles.*’ For this reason, we believe that any forgetfulness of colonial history
when debating transnationalism or globalism is misleading, if not dangerous.

The truth, however, is that the particular history of societies has commonly been
read through lenses that betray wider visions of modernity as a whole. Classificatory
schemes that make use of sociological embedded dualisms, such as the traditional/modern
binary, provide us with an excellent example. The resilience of these dichotomies
stemming from Weber’s, Durkheim’s or Marx’s concern with social change in the
nineteenth century made it difficult to escape the paradigm of modernisation to which
binary categorisations are referenced to. The opposition between male/masculinity and
female/femininity is no exception. The lasting opposition between hegemonic white
masculinities and racialised subalternity is no exception either. On the other hand, the
opposite post-modernist view frequently set off a difficult conciliation between the
globalised economic dynamics dominated by successful white men and the local culture
associated with race and ethnicity of often agency-deprived social actors.

From this perspective, Eisenstadt’s*' conception of multiple modernities or
Therborn’s*? idea of entangled modernities may constitute key concepts for rethinking
the complex outcomes of trans-scalar gender change. The conceptual pluralisation of
modernity can, in addition, offer useful tools for micro-analysing the hybrid outcomes of
precolonial, colonial and postcolonial encounters.* Indeed, the centrality of European
colonialism in the rise of contemporary modernity points directly to the historical
character of globalisation or transnationalism. Furthermore, several modernities may be
tied together in postcolonial societies, whether Portugal (the receiver country) or Brazil,

Mozambique and Cape Verde. Historically, the features associated with western liberal

modernity (e.g. capitalism, nation-state, autonomous individuality) are important, but
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other modernities also took part in postcolonial developments. Human rights may have
become the legitimate directive to guide political and institutional action (as Beck
proposed),* but custom has not ceased to be a powerful force. Nor has resistance been
wiped out of existence. Following Homi Bhabha,* the subaltern condition is not
synonymous with an absence of agency. Furthermore, the creativity of agency, stressed
by postcolonial scholars, is of great importance to the necessary gendering of a plural
modernities perspective. In other words, our purpose is to rethink how the historical
character of globalisation (from colonial empires to postcolonial settings) affects
transnational experiences of gender power and male identity. It is, therefore, this open
character of modernity*® that allows for the plurality of identities, and masculinities, in
today’s world.

Our effort of historicising transnationalism (where postcolonial masculinities
come alive) through the perspective of plural modernities obliges us to critically address
the concept of globalisation while reinforcing its contextuality. Globalisation cannot be
viewed simply as the spread of western modernity or as an undisputable eroding force
against the nation-state that favours the new empire of neoliberal capitalist forces.
Globalisation is not dead either; nor are political nationalisms or transnational struggles
capable of dethroning international finance. It matters still that we consider global
processes as uneven and contradictory systems of fluxes between centres and peripheries.
Fluxes often associated with the historically-bounded dichotomy between the west and
the rest. For better and for worse, contemporary globalisation may be broadly seen as the
heuristic device connecting the global, the national, the local and supporting the
transnational flows between old colonisers and postcolonial societies.

From this angle, we must formulate an inquiry into the ways through which

globalisation enabled the production of inequalities that fed the power of the west over
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the other, of postcolonial elites over the people, of some men over others and over women.
Remembering Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks,*’ contemporary processes of
hegemony and subalternisation mimic still the transformation of subjection (colonial
racism) into subjectivity. However, it is also true that alongside violence and domination,
globalisation brought also into play a history of resistance, change and creativity, a history
of civilisational encounters but also of inner transformation and permanent recreation.
Consequently, following the contributions of hybridisation globalists,*® we need to
understand postcolonial agency. Resistance and creativity are, after all, largely produced
by intricate processes of hybridism, which, according to Bhabha, create a third space that
enables other positions (neither subaltern nor dominant) to emerge. As a result, the
linkages between the capacity for agency and notions such as multiple or entangled
modernities alert us that neither the global is completely erosive nor local masculinities
exist outside of transnational flows and encounters. In those encounters men mobilize
their masculine capitals, which when reinterpreted in a given economy of meaning (as in
Baudrillard), gain significance as tools for resisting domination and achieving a sense of
self-worth. Although the species of material and symbolic capitals that are valued might
be context-specific, the analysis of particular struggles for gaining certain masculine
capitals offered us a fruitful lens for comparing stories of migration of men coming from

Brazil, Cape Verde and Mozambique.

Migrant men in the postcolonial society

Overview of the study

The research on the doings of gender among recently arrived immigrant men
living in the metropolitan area of Lisbon sought to attain a wide diversity of colonial and

postcolonial histories vis-a-vis the old colonial centre.
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Although the percentage of migrants in Portugal is fairly low (5.5 per cent in 2018,
according to the Portuguese National Institute of Statistics), nearly 41 per cent came from
former Portuguese colonies in Africa and from Brazil. Migrants are particularly
concentrated in the metropolitan area of Lisbon, where half of the foreign population is
settled. These numbers rise even more dramatically in the case of migrants originating in
the former African colonies and Brazil: in 2018, 78 per cent lived in Lisbon. However,
while Brazilians (20 participants) are, today, the larger migrant group in Portuguese
society, representing 21.9 per cent of all the migrant population in 2018, immigration
from the former African colonies decreased slightly over the past decade. Nonetheless, in
2018 African migrants represented 18.8 per cent of all registered foreigners. The majority
came from Cape Verde (7.2 per cent) and only a small minority migrated from
Mozambique (only 1 per cent). The choice of Cape Verdeans (10 participants) and
Mozambicans (15 participants) represents therefore not a statistically-oriented option, but
rather a selection underpinned by the history of Portuguese colonialism in Africa.*’
Although the vast majority of migrants face discrimination and hardship (with at least
half of migrants living below the poverty line)*’, the way Cape Verdeans, Mozambicans
and Brazilians struggle to make ends meet and reconstruct themselves as men in
postcolonial Portugal is not necessarily identical. The marks of the colonial past are
enduring.

Both Mozambique and Cape Verde only attained independence in 1975, after a
thirteen-year national liberation war (1961-1974) against the Right-wing authoritarian
and conservative Portuguese regime of the Estado Novo (1926-1974)°! and only after the
1974 Left-wing revolution in Portugal that established parliamentary democracy. This
would lead to the Mozambican Civil War, between 1977 and 1992 (in the context of the

Cold War), that, amongst other factors, highly crippled Mozambican development efforts.
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In contrast, Cape Verde was not affected by military action during the Portuguese
Colonial War. More importantly, within the late Portuguese colonialism in Africa, Cape
Verdeans and Mozambicans represent a contrasting colonial background and exemplify,
at each pole of the spectrum, opposite colonisation strategies.

Portuguese colonialism in Mozambique in the 20" century was a strongly racial
one: not only the legal difference between ‘Blacks’ and ‘Whites’ was paramount, but also
indigenous populations were constrained to harsh forms of forced labour. From 1961
onwards, after the beginning of the Colonial War, European settlement highly increased.
The preponderant colonial system was basically akin to apartheid, enhanced (when
compared to Angola, for instance) by the proximity of South Africa and the importance
of British economic interests in Mozambique.

Cape Verdean society, however, is the result of a very different colonial history
when compared with other Portuguese colonies in Africa (with the relative exception of
S@o Tomé and Principe). The islands of Cape Verde were uninhabited before Portuguese
discovery in 1460. The colonial strategy followed by the Portuguese state produced a
mixed society, resulting from the mingling of Portuguese settlers and dislocated Black
Africans, even if power always remained in the hands of a white (essentially male) elite
sent forward from Lisbon to administer and control the territory. This social and cultural
hybridity — quite visible in Cape Verdean Creole language — makes Cape Verde somewhat
closer to the creole world of the Antilles than to mainland Africa. This creolisation
process also influenced racial identities and categories. Overall, Cape Verdeans do not
tend to perceive themselves as ‘Black’ but as mixed (Mesticos). From the onset of
independence, Cape Verdeans also started migrating to Portugal to escape
underdevelopment and lack of opportunities. Within our study, participants from both

groups have similarities in terms of age and socio-economic background. The majority of
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participants are in their twenties and thirties, come from lower classes, have lower-
incomes, hold a lower education level and are more likely to work in odd jobs or be
unemployed. Nonetheless, Mozambicans’ and Cape Verdeans’ experiences of migration
and integration in Portugal are considerably different. These differences are into a great
extent the product of experiences moulded by the legacies of Portuguese colonialism and
the subsequent construction of very diverse postcolonial societies.

The third exemplary case, Brazil, is very different. On the one hand, Brazil’s
independence was attained quite early on, in 1822 in the context of the South American
liberations of the early 1800s.% From the onset of independence, as before, Brazil became
a recipient society of Portuguese migrants (particularly after the abolition of slavery in
1888, in a political guided effort to increase the ‘whiteness’ of Brazil’s racial makeup).
This migratory trend remained regular until the 1950s. As a result, Portuguese migrants
(most of whom of illiterate peasant origin), and by contagion Portugal, were devalued,
even if Brazilian ethnogenesis and culture are highly indebted to Portuguese
contributions. Nonetheless, Brazilian relations to the former colonial power remain
ambiguous. Although Brazil can be characterised as a European settler society, the
integration of demographically significant Black African and Native American
indigenous populations remains filled with contradiction. Even if official 20"-century
rhetoric hailed it as a racial democracy, Brazilian society is stage to complex and
hierarchical categories of race and colour whose apex remains whiteness. On the other
hand, Portugal became increasingly seen in the last decades as a rich western European
country, and whose culture is often perceived by Brazilian as similar to their own — not
only linguistically, but also regarding sociability.

The receiver society for these different migrants, Portugal, even if a colonial

power since the fifteenth century, could be characterised as a backwards European society
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until the changes brought forth by the revolution in 1974. During most of the twentieth
century, it had been dominated by an authoritarian, conservative and colonialist
dictatorship. Although Portuguese colonial practices were highly racist, official discourse
denied it, emphasising instead the ideology of ‘luso-tropicalism’ as put forward by
Brazilian anthropologist Gilberto Freyre in his landmark book, Casa Grande e Senzala,
dated from 1933.> Freyre’s luso-tropicalism, while strategically appropriated by the
Portuguese dictatorship, praised the supposed Portuguese lack of racial discrimination
and soft colonialism in a tentative and progressive ideological differentiation from
stereotypical British colonialism.>*

Notwithstanding, semi-peripheral Portuguese culture and society is pervaded by
racial thinking and categorisations, hailing not only from colonial history but also from
the long centuries of the Inquisition’s persecution, expulsion and demise of Jewish and

Moorish (Mouriscos) populations,

and can be presently characterised as one of
systematic racism.>® Even if official discourse and legal regulations are straightforwardly

anti-racist, racism remains a ubiquitous force in Portuguese society.

Participants and the field

Aiming to understand the experiences and discourses of migrant men, we
interviewed 45 recently arrived immigrants from Brazil, Cape Verde and Mozambique.
All had arrived in Lisbon between 2009 and 2012. Interviewed in 2012 and 2014, all
participants were recently arrived migrants still struggling to integrate and value
themselves. Overall, since the 1970s the socio-economic profile of African migrants has
remained largely underprivileged. In the case of Brazilians, the profile of migrants is more
varied, with recent waves of upper class and mostly white Brazilians coming to Portugal

in recent years.”’ Aged between 23 and 35, most men in our study were from unprivileged
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backgrounds and migrated out of financial necessity. In their homelands, the majority
faced situations of prolonged unemployment or very low pay.

The recruitment of participants involved multiple strategies and the combination
of in-depth semi-structured interviews with ethnographic fieldwork. Visits to poor
migrant neighbourhoods in the Lisbon area and to the homes, leisure sites and workplaces
of participants were key to ensure informed participation in the research. In fact, the
contacts made through this strategy enabled us to maintain informal conversations that
were vital for understanding the point of view of participants. Seeking to reconstruct the
migration experience, the interviews were conducted in various locations always chosen
by the participants and lasted between two and six hours following the protocols
associated with a semi-structured qualitative approach. In the interviews, participants
were asked to reflect upon their migration journey and the experiences of discrimination
lived in the host society. Finally, they were invited to also reflect on how these
experiences had affected them as individuals in general and as men in particular.

Two narrative streams were central.

Firstly, even if not directly inquired about racial categorisations, the self-
perceptions of the racialised body displayed by the different groups of migrant men
gained immense relevance. Of the 20 Brazilian men, 15 identified as non-white. While
only two categorised themselves as black, the majority used categories of racial hybridity
such as ‘moreno’, ‘pardo’ and mixed. The majority of Cape Verdeans also used categories
other than black (negro, preto), such as simply African and, for the most part, ‘mulato’,
with some immediately emphasising that being considered a ‘mulato, crioulo, mestico’
or just a little dark-skinned depends on the context. For Mozambicans, the self-
identification with blackness is quite homogeneous, even if some men dislike the term

‘race’ and prefer to invoke nationality (Mozambican) and often the categories of ethnicity,
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such as being MaChangana (from the south of Mozambique) or Macua (from the north
part of the country).

Secondly, bearing in mind the multiple experiences of dislocation, we analysed
the different strategies of self-empowerment when dealing with otherness. Two
theoretical premises were key to grasp the narratives of migrant men.

On the one hand, we worked with the postulate that rather than fixed positions
determined by the possession or the lack of one specific resource or privilege, masculinity
can, in fact, be conceived as a complex, though flexible, structure of competing capitals.
We have argued that any analysis of transnational migration should consider multiple
axes of discrimination in a postcolonial setting and that looking for the different capitals
of masculinity would enable us to pursue that strategy. As such, alongside financial
capitals (often associated with a class-based hegemonic position), we considered other
material and symbolic capitals capable of being mobilised and performatively enacted in
different spheres and with different meanings. We realised, inductively, that bodily and

sexual capitals were particularly important, as demonstrated below. In fact, following
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1,° can be understood as

Bourdieu,’® sexual capital,” bodily capital®® or physical capita
akin to other forms of capital (symbolic, cultural, social capital). Our use of the concept
of capital resulted from a bottom-up approach, which prioritised the empirical data, which
were coded using both inductive and deductive processes. After all, by awarding a certain
value to a certain good (whether material or symbolic), men’s narratives emulated, to a
degree, the symbolic codes of the capitalist dynamics of economic exchange. Even race
and ethnicity gained the contours of a capital®> whose value could be negotiated and
contested. However, on the other hand, while personal strategies to be/become/have the

absent capitals of manhood are paramount, individual agency cannot be read outside the

history of any category of dominance or subalternity.
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Displacement and the dialectics of mockery

Our main findings reveal that these three groups of migrant men have different
forms of dealing with displacement, though a number of commonalities were identified.
The vast majority of participants felt discriminated and show a clear awareness of the
processes of subalternisation operating in contemporary Portugal. The narration of
episodes of discrimination and feelings of marginalisation are normally the product of
racism and xenophobia. Even if racial discrimination only rarely translates into explicit
violence (whether physical or verbal aggressions are at stake), it is still ever-present with
expressions more or less subtle in accordance with the overall capitals men possess. The
lower the education and the less socially valued the occupation, the more men embody,
as a lived experience, the feeling of being discriminated.

For that reason, migrant men grappling with subordination engage in what we can
define as the dialectics of otherness, or, in perhaps better words, a dialectic of mockery.
They are the Other but at the same time that fetichised otherness®® becomes a complex
process in which migrant men also transform Portuguese and European men (as well as
women) into Others. Nourished by constant acts of mutual misrecognition, otherness is
then sedimented as a form of subjectivity in its own right. The sense of otherness urges
the subordinate to pursue a number of strategies for disempowering the dominant. Even
if migrant men mimic European ways (Portuguese but mainly the westernised imageries
of masculinity) they all feel the need to empower themselves by recreating difference,
most often through mockery. As Homi Bhabha suggested, ‘it is from this area between
mimicry and mockery’®* that resistance emerges and becomes potentially subversive.
Mockery works, however, in an economy of exchange, where the capitals of masculinity

are reinterpreted and measured against each other, whether in the search of self-worth or
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pursuing symbolic devaluation of the dominant other in the recipient society. As
suggested earlier, men mobilize ideals of masculine worth (or masculine capital) and
exchange signs and symbols as commodities with value in a given context.

However, although men share common feelings of discrimination, the strategies
for dealing with racialised subordination are different. They are underpinned by the
history of colonial inheritances and the ambivalent views of Portugal as a European nation
that was the old coloniser. In other words, the forms of dealing, through mockery, with
the supremacy of whiteness are different for historical reasons. Hence, as we have argued,
umbrella labels such as transnational or migrant masculinities fail to signal the
postcolonial mould of globalisation or the plurality harboured under the subaltern label.
Evidently, we are not trying to formulate a typology of modes of subordination along
lines of national origin that might be considered as any kind of universal statement.
Rather, we are interpreting the available narratives, to empirically emphasise the
theoretical importance of considering colonial and postcolonial history as an analytical
lens through which dislocations and all processes of transnationalisation should be
considered. From this angle, both discrimination and resistance to subalternisation
performed by migrant men stem from particular histories of subordination. Histories that
necessarily underpin the dialectics of mockery through which some traits are prised as
capitals of masculinity while others are diminished. For this reason, we will firstly
describe migrant men’s experiences of racialized discrimination and, secondly, how they
resist subalternisation by enhancing certain African and Brazilian traits against the flaws

of Portuguese and European white masculinities.

Experiences of discrimination
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Indeed, Brazilian migrant men soon discover that they are the subaltern Other. As
one man stated (Lucas, 33, unemployed): ‘In Brazil I was a normal person, here [Portugal]
I discovered I was a stranger... You are seen as a subcategory, like a pariah or something.’
Still another one added (Nicolas, 30, construction worker) ‘That [being a foreigner]
destroys the worth you think you have as a man.” The vehement narratives of Brazilian
men, not at all wary of expressing their discontents with discrimination and
subalternisation, are — alongside material exploitation — the product of the mismatch
between their expectations before migrating and the discovery, at least for many of the
interviewees, that they are ‘less white’, or not white at all, in Portugal than they were in
Brazil. For that reason, Brazilian men either strive to hide their ‘racial’ features (when
there is ambiguity according to Portuguese perceptions of race and they are not in obvious
conformity with the appearance of a white man) or build up a narrative of praise of their
mixed origin, giving extra value to specific Brazilian categorisations of non-white bodies.

Brazilian categories are complex and multiple. The official state-endorsed
classification® divides the population into five categories: branco (white), preto (black),
amarelo (yellow), indigena (indigenous) and pardo (brown). Notwithstanding the
influence of US racial classifications, current official categories of race survived North
American cultural imperialism (which enforces a bipolar, one-drop rule, taxonomy) and,
more importantly, replicate still the racial lexicons inherited from the colonial period.®®
At the time, in the first two decades of the eighteenth century, the racial nomenclature
reached to about 150 different categories.®” In the final phase of Portuguese colonisation
of Africa, this complicated taxonomy had become simpler, but never bipolar. The
ideology of luso-tropicalism led, in this stage, to the appropriation of a certain racial
lexicon by the Portuguese fascist regime that intended to create strategic demarcations

from the hegemonic anglophone categories of race. In this way, still today, terms such as
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‘people of colour’ can be interpreted as diminishing and racist in Portuguese-speaking
contexts. Even in Brazil, anti-racist movements abolished this expression since the 1950s
inasmuch as people of colour (which in Portuguese is more akin to the English word
coloured) hides the colour of whites.®® As these were the words of racism, their use
became a reminder of colonial racial oppression so much so that racial classifications
survive in cultural expressions and institutional practices. Officially, in Portugal, racial
categories were abolished from state statistics since the democratic revolution. Yet, the
lexicon of anti-racism is far from universal. Rather, racist words are the product of history
and cannot be abolished by the force of law.

The response of many Brazilian men, when confronted with Portuguese unofficial
racial classifications and the privilege of whiteness, is exemplary in the narrative of Diogo
(28, sales clerk), who stated angrily:

‘I sometimes get quite nervous when people here call me mulato. I'm not used to

that. In Brazil I’'m moreno. A mulato is someone darker than me, it’s almost a black.

When Portuguese call me mulato 1 get offended, what I am is moreno! I'm no

black!’

Again struggling with the still predominant Portuguese categorisations of race,
which reflect those applied to the indigenous populations of the former African colonies
still surviving in the collective imaginary of the recent past, Josias (31, cook helper), said:

‘Of course sometimes you are going to be discriminated because of it, even if you’re

not black black... when you’re in a country where almost everyone has white skin,

even if you try to disguise it, they’ll discriminate you because you are darker. And

I think of myself as moreno, but apparently I must be black, even if I'm not really

black black...’
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One other example of the mismatch between expectations of inclusion and
racialised discrimination is exemplary among Cape Verdeans. Cape Verdean men, tend
also to demonstrate confusing feelings when ambiguously discovering their own
blackness in the Portuguese context. The myth of creolisation that survives still in
postcolonial Cape Verde obfuscates the racial violence of the colonial past.®® Cultural
hybridity between Europe and Africa has been emphasised instead. Therefore, some of
our participants voice their difficulty with the racialised distance between the two
continents. As Danilo (29, student) stated:

‘I discovered that the colour of the skin is a big marker, which in the end leads to
discrimination. But I... I don’t have a race! Or then, I’'m in the middle, I am sort
of mestico.’

However, other Cape Verdean participants are far more critical and opt to make
their African origin proudly visible. As Leandro (25, precarious restaurant worker)
alerted, ‘as long as there is racism, all things are confused because it is a racial issue, and
that is why being black, being African, is a taboo’.

Mozambicans, who were already aware of their blackness, feel, in spite of this,
the reiteration of blackness beyond their expectations. As Emidio (36, construction
worker) stated: ‘Race... I don’t like it.... I'm black, but this is not important. Or it
shouldn’t be!” On the other hand, a number of Mozambican men reinforce their feelings
of belonging by restating their pride in being black, as in the case of Bento (45, cook): ‘It
is a blessing [being black]... Hell! I didn’t want to be white! Now, the white was not
enslaved...”

In a way, the old fallacy of luso-tropicalism’® whereby the Portuguese would be
softer, less racist and more open to stereotypical tropicalist bodily performativities is

substituted by the reality of the facts. Then, as Portuguese become colder and whiter,
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migrant men, discovering a stronger otherness than ever imagined, end up by falling in
this dialectics of otherness and resort to difference — mainly recreated through sexuality
and bodily empowerment — to regain some power. Even if there are plural forms of
reconstructing masculinity and many-sided othernesses, subordination has to be dealt
with by historically embodied forms of resistance, from rage to indifference. In either
case, a feeling of superiority recreated on the basis of one’s origins and a certain
masculine way of being emerges as a strategic capital of masculinity, and changes men’s
views of themselves and others. Our findings are in tune with Stuart Hall’s’! observations
on identity and diaspora:
‘Cultural identity (...) is a matter of “becoming’ as well as of “being”. It belongs
to the future as much as to the past. It is not something which already exists,
transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from
somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they undergo

constant transformation.’

Strategies of resistance

Migrant men may experience subalternisation, but their reconstruction of a
postcolonial masculinity implies resistance afar from any stereotype of impassiveness.
Among our participants, strategies of resistance to discrimination were common and
strongly voiced. Against hegemonic norms of whiteness, Portuguese and European men
were often ridiculed inasmuch as they were accused of lacking central capitals of
masculinity, from powerful bodies or sexual achievements to the sense of duty and
authority of a family man. Bodies and souls would be feeble, almost deprived of the
qualities of true manhood that neither Portuguese nor European men, in general, would

possess in the right amount.
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Resistance might then invert old stereotypes of the colonised ‘porno-tropics for
the European imagination’,”? though awarding sexuality the same centrality. Within the
ideological economy of colonial empires, sex was considered the Other of civilisation, a
dangerous ‘threat to social order, modernity and the nation, a threat to progress’.”> Sexual
power is transformed into a valued capital, while the weakness of the dominant is
highlighted. Indeed, the weakness of the body and a poor sexual performance emerged as
a weapon of devaluation. Portuguese men were generally seen as emasculated and their
constant feminisation (as weak and dominated by undesirable women) clearly
demonstrates the extent to which femininity is still used as a symbolic weapon of
devaluation.”* In addition, it also demonstrates how traits of colonial subalternisation,
namely the view of Brazilians and Africans as excessively sensuous and sexually driven,
are embodied as powerful and are turned against the figure of oppression. For
Mozambicans, Portuguese men are ‘men in a bottle’ (not free to be ‘proper’ men,
subordinated to women and unable to fulfil the breadwinner role). For Cape Verdeans
they are weak, soft and sissy (‘maricas’). For Brazilians they are sexually powerless and
unfit to conquer women. However, if the strategic discursive emphasis on body and sexual
capitals is common to the three groups of migrant men, once again enacting postcolonial
masculinity brings a certain historically grounded cultural becoming to surface.

For Brazilian men, Portuguese men are overall sexually weak.”> Vanderley (35,
sales clerk) emphasised: ‘They are slack. I'm more of a man then they are!” In a similar
tone, Dilmar (29, bartender) mocked Portuguese men’s sexuality. Adamantly, Dilmar
noticed: ‘From what I know their [Portuguese men] sexual performance is worth shit...
They have small dicks! And no fire in them.” He added, triumphantly, that ‘We

[Brazilians] get laid much more than them!” The suspicion placed upon the worth of
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Portuguese men is more than just sexual. It extends to seduction abilities and romantic
qualities. As Ariston (29 years old, employed as cook helper) stated:

‘We are much more tender and romantic, we know how to be seductive, we have

this way...Portuguese are lame and sissy... They do not value a good woman and

when they see one, they run.’

A body, a certain mode of performing, a penis, are then transformed into more
than mere flesh. Closely following Baudrillard’s theorisation,’”® we might say that they
become symbols (insofar as they are assigned a value in relation to a specific subject) and
signs (insofar as they gain a value in a system of interconnected and exchangeable
objects). In sum, they become commodities in an economy of symbolic exchange and
make of masculinity a field of struggles for reinterpretation and possession of certain
capitals.

Similar strategies of devaluation are common to all our participants. Nonetheless,
Brazilian migrants are not only more emphatic but also more concerned with Portuguese
women, whose attributes mirror in reverse the feminine qualities attributed to men. They
are often presented as masculine, unpleasant, ugly and without sexual appeal. As Ariston
explained: ‘They [Portuguese women] do not really feel as women... they are more
interested in disputing the space of men! They are very rough...” Concomitant with a
depreciative feminisation of Portuguese men, the masculinisation of women enables
Brazilian men to praise their own masculine worth as well as the superiority of Brazilian
women. In comparison to Portuguese women, Brazilian women are sassier, sensuous,
tender, loving, attractive, beautiful, to translate the more common adjectives. Their
physical attributes are also incomparable. As Jonas (31 years old, precarious construction

worker) said: ‘Ah! The curves of the Brazilian woman! Now... Portuguese women... or
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Spanish, or Dutch! Forget it!” Several interviews praise Brazilian women’s feminine
vanity. Dimas (27, sales clerk) goes to the point of detailing:

‘The way they [Brazilian women] dress! They know how to dress. They wear
high heels, they use tight pants, miniskirts... Now, Portuguese women... they
dress badly, they aren’t feminine at all! They are envious of Brazilian! That is why
they call them whores. It’s just envy!’

In the case of Cape Verdeans or Mozambicans, bodily and sexual capitals are
enhanced in a similar way. However, physical attributes do not seem as important as
moral qualities, such as the strength of character, sense of duty and responsibility.
Portuguese men’s inability for sexual or romantic prowess derives from their respective
subordination to women. As Miguel (Cape Verdean, 32, unemployed) said ‘Portuguese
men bow their heads to their women! It’s the women who have the final saying!’

For Mozambicans, the inability to fulfil the breadwinner role appears more
important. Voicing a common opinion, Orlando (33, university student) considers that
Portuguese men fail to provide for their families and to protect women. As Orlando
contends:

I was raised to have responsibility, to take care of my family. We respect that and

it is very important to be a husband and father who supports the family. It’s a sense

of responsibility that we have, and here [Portugal] I don’t see it. Portuguese men
don’t care as much. They don’t care if the woman does the work and earns the
money for them. That’s not real responsibility... Men here are spoiled, like my
colleagues. They let their girlfriends pay for dinner, and that’s not right. I can’t

understand that. ..
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Breadwinning appeared as a central feature of responsible masculinity, a notion
of great importance for Mozambicans. The recreation of self-worth and the construction
of a valued masculinity vis-a-vis the Other mobilises traditional norms stemming from
the colonial past, now reversed and targeted against the old coloniser. Indeed, building
on precolonial custom and the patrilineal family system that upheld men’s power as
absolute rulers of their households, Portuguese colonial policies were also keen in
disseminating ideals of a male breadwinner model, stressing female subordination.
Nonetheless, deprived of any power or worth by the colonial forces, Mozambican men
were instigated, or even constrained, to enter the wage-earning system or just forced
labour. An ideological view that was also supported by Christianisation processes and the
fallacious archetype of the ‘assimilado’,’”” which to a certain degree survived as a
legitimate model long after being abolished in 1961.”8 The colonial ideological imposition
conspired to construct men as breadwinners or providers even if, in practice, reserving
this right to only very few individuals. Nonetheless, building on precolonial custom and

the resistance against the colonial limitations to breadwinning, this ideal that still moulds

the aspirations of many Mozambican men.

Conclusion

Our empirical work led us to further advance three central ideas: the historical
formation of transnational flows in the global arena, the postcolonial character of migrant
masculinities, and the conceptualisation of masculinity as a complex structure of
competing material and symbolic capitals as a way of avoiding either one-dimensional
explanations or the reification of subordination and dominance within the hegemonic
model of masculinity. We have seen that migrant men from different corners of the

colonial world interpret and resist discrimination in different ways. Despite the
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commonalities, not just amongst themselves but also in relation to working class forms
of resistance, specific categories of subalternisation and empowerment are forged upon
nomenclatures of past colonial oppression. However, despite all the diversity we
encountered and sought to interpret, one element of the hegemonic order occupies centre
stage. Alongside inherited categories, the postcolonial present does not escape the
imposition of the capitalist neoliberal order. Agreeing with Hardt and Negri,”’
‘globalisation is not a simple process of homogenisation; it implies, in equal measure,
processes of homogenisation and heterogenisation.” One such homogenising dynamics
belongs to the expansion of a commodified language of capitals, even when combined to
specific interpretations and resistances. We then conclude by highlighting the power of
one particular global hegemony that can only be perceived, in our view, through the tools
of socio-historical interpretation.

From this angle, one striking fact is that by referring to the commodification of
masculinity, we are reproducing, via an inductive strategy, the ways in which men
organise their discourses and practices, always awarding a certain value to a certain good
(material or symbolic). After all, men mobilise bodies, sexuality, symbols and roles to
enact masculinity and avoid a feeling of subjection. By using certain material and
symbolic attributes as if these were ‘capitals’ of manhood, men reflexively trade these
capitals (sexual prowess, bodily strength, responsible/provider nature, and so forth) in a
sort of market and play of goods, a field, in which more powerful men can be devaluated.
These become others in a complex game of otherness played through discursive acts of
mockery. This game depends upon the entanglement of different symbolic categories
stemming from colonial histories made alive in contemporary Portugal. Past and present,

local and global become enmeshed. Many strategies of rebellion against the power held
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by others reveal the desire of achieving a valued masculinity that might be recognised
within the hegemonic order.

In this train of thought, two key processes must be considered when analysing
postcolonial masculinities: the balance between aspiration and disenchantment, and the
dynamics of mimicry and mockery. On the one hand, men aspire to emancipation and a
share of hegemony,®® which they so often see as unattainable. On the other,
disenchantment is blatant in the feelings of exclusion that affect a significant fraction of
male migrants, who feel deprived of the material and symbolic ‘goods’ associated with a
powerful masculinity.®! Disenchantment is deeply tied with the awareness of being
alienated from recognition and redistribution.®> Then, in an attempt to escape
subordination and disenchantment, mimicry and mockery play a key role. Following
Bhabha, as aspiration faces disenchantment, mimicry also becomes more subversive as it
slides into mockery, and the old colonized becomes the observer.®* Through this process
old symbols are resignified and categories reconstructed in ways that generate new forms
of enacting postcolonial masculinity.

In postcolonial Portugal, migrant men also find themselves caught up between
different ‘worlds’ of meaning. However, rather than simply adapting to western ways,
masculinities and gender relations are evolving into hybrid forms where flexibility (of
symbols, practices, citizenship or self-identity) is key. Although flexibility underpins
transnationality,®* any view that overemphasises utopian conceptions of free individuals
crafting their own flexible and globally hybrid identities, obfuscates how all processes of
transnationalisation are inextricably linked to global inequity and historical oppression.®’
In conclusion, masculinities cannot be interpreted without interweaving past and present,
global and local as the constituencies of transnationalisation processes, which always

were and are a colonial and postcolonial reality.
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