
The 
contributions 
of migration to 
development

Argentina has a vast ar-
able land area and mi-
grant labor has histor-
ically been linked to 
it. During the first de-
cades of the last cen-

tury, within the framework of policies 
that granted benefits to European mi-
gration, projects were developed to 
promote rural work by migrant fami-
lies, mostly from Italy, Spain and, later, 
Portugal. However, only a minority of 
these migrants settled in rural areas due 
to the existence of a predating structure 
of large landowners and a public policy 
that guaranteed settlement, but not ac-
cess to land ownership (1).

Half a century later, in the 1970s, re-
gional migration flows found new ac-
tors linked to agricultural work. Fami-
lies coming mainly from Bolivia turned 
into “productive land” different regions 
of the country that, for various reasons, 
were not being exploited. In addition 
to being in charge of production, these 
workers began to play roles in distribu-
tion and marketing in wholesale and re-
tail markets in the Metropolitan Area of 
Buenos Aires (AMBA) and beyond.

With the creation of markets or new 
spaces within older ones, this produc-
tive configuration developed by the Bo-
livian community expanded the supply 

network of the AMBA population driv-
en by new structures, practices, and ac-
tors with an innovative development 
(2). Thus, nowadays, the Bolivian pop-
ulation constitutes a fundamental link 
in the chain of production, distribution 
and trade of fresh food throughout the 
country and has earned its place in the 
municipalities where these activities 
are developed. Even in the horticultur-
al area of Buenos Aires —the most im-
portant in volume— through the supply 
of fresh produce to the AMBA (about 
15 million people) and other provinces, 
Bolivian migration has a wealth of con-
nections and institutional experiences 
of very high value (3). Its epicenter is 

the municipality of La Plata, but it also 
has other territorial anchor points in 
other areas such as Escobar, Pilar, Lu-
ján, Moreno or Florencio Varela.

For decades, organizations of small 
producers —both native and migrant— 
have played a fundamental role in the 
diversification of the industrial agri-
cultural model based on increased pro-
ductivity and profitability (4) towards 
a model that embodies social wellbeing 
as a value, with family farming, food 
sovereignty and the protection of the 
environment as goals to be pursued. 
This model also strengthens the urban 
development of areas destined for agri-
culture, allowing producer families to 
live their lives in these spaces, which 
in turn generates a greater population 
balance.

As part of these demands, Law No. 
27.118 on the Historical Reparation of 
Family Farming for the Construction 
of a New Rurality in Argentina was en-
acted in 2014 (5). It promotes “family, 
peasant and indigenous agriculture for 
its contribution to the food security 
and sovereignty of the people, for prac-
ticing and promoting life and produc-
tion systems that preserve biodiversity 
and sustainable processes of produc-
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Exactly one year ago, in 
September 2022,  to -
gether with Le Monde 
diplomatique, we pre-
sented the dossier “Mi-
gration myths”, com-

posed of six articles that dismantled, 
with statistical information, rigorous 
analysis and robust arguments, the main 
prejudices that, in certain spaces and 
from certain narratives, are associated 
with migrants and their paths.

This work, which has made it possi-
ble to respond forcefully to perspectives 
brimming with misinformation, if not 
xenophobia, as well as to offer concrete 
arguments to the public debate on the 
subject, is now complemented by an-
other approach that is absolutely neces-
sary, although perhaps less well covered 
or made visible: the acknowledgment of 
the contributions that migrants make to 
the development of their host societies.

An early clarification is in order: 
highlighting the valuable role that mi-

grants play as agents of development 
requires avoiding any kind of transac-
tional perspective. We would like to be 
clear on this point: migration is a human 
right, and it is on this certainty that our 
understanding of human mobility must 
be built.

However, it is no less true that this in-
alienable human right to migrate is al-
so enormously beneficial for migrants 
themselves, as well as for their societies 
of origin and destination, provided that 
it occurs within frameworks in which 
a people-centered approach prevails, 
which promotes their wellbeing and in-
tegration, and which favors the true po-
tential that migrants can unlock.

This undoubtedly requires that mi-
grants take on an increasingly promi-
nent role in the social, economic, civ-
ic and political lives of the societies in 
which they reside, and that States have 
the capacity to be the guarantors of the 
respect, protection and fulfillment of 
human rights when it comes to manag-

ing migration, its challenges and oppor-
tunities.

To this end, as urged by the Global 
Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration, it is necessary to approach 
migration as a process that can enhance 
development, reducing inequalities 
both within and between countries by 
improving the governance of migration. 
In short, as a process that promotes the 
full inclusion of the migrant population, 
equal access to opportunities and de-
cent work, and the furtherance of their 
training, the recognition of their com-
petencies and skills, and that combats 
xenophobia and discrimination.

Furthermore, it is absolutely essen-
tial to strive for a whole-of-society in-
volvement, where all stakeholders have 
a space for debate, including the voices 
of governments, local communities, the 
civil society, the private sector and mi-
grants themselves.

Argentina is a privileged place to the-
matize this virtuous pairing of migra-

tion and development, since migrants 
have played a fundamental role in shap-
ing its cultural, economic, and social 
landscape since the dawn of the nation-
state.

These contributions, which for 
methodological reasons we are again 
organizing today into six axes relat-
ing to economic development, life sup-
port, food production, culture, educa-
tion and institutional and democratic 
strengthening, are by no means ex-
hausted in these pillars. On the con-
trary, we must trace them in every area 
where traditions, practices, and per-
spectives intersect to give rise to a rich-
er, more diverse and plural society.

In short, recognizing and valuing the 
contributions of migrants is not only 
a moral imperative; it is a strategic in-
vestment in the future of our country.

In this year in which we commemo-
rate the 40th anniversary of the return 
of democracy in Argentina and the 75th 
anniversary of the Declaration of Hu-
man Rights, we are coincidentally wit-
nessing the 20th anniversary of the Na-
tional Migration Law, a pilot case for 
the region and the world of progressive 
rights and openness to interculturality.

It is IOM commitment in Argenti-
na, as well as in the world, to continue 
working to promote social cohesion, 
access to rights and the well-being of 
migrants. Working together, we can 
strengthen the transformative poten-
tial of migration to play a central role in 
building a more inclusive and prosper-
ous Argentina that embraces diversity 
as a cornerstone of our path towards 
development. g
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worldwide, among other things, the 
enormous dependence of cities on the 
provision of rural production, especial-
ly in poor and densely populated urban 
areas. The scenario was not different in 
Argentina, with an urban population 
of 92% (well above the world average 
of 54%) (11). The agricultural supply of 
small producers —both native and mi-
grant— is a key factor for the country’s 
productive scaffolding, since they have 
knowledge and expertise that can help 
in the fight against hunger, the promo-
tion of healthy eating, and the care of 
nature. g
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tive transformation” (Article 1). 
These developments represent a 

promising step towards the social, eco-
nomic, and environmental wellbeing of 
producer families and their communi-
ties, including Bolivian horticultural 
producers. They join the conceptual 
universe of family, peasant, or indig-
enous agriculture, preserving features 
of peasant production (for example, the 
know-how

developed in Bolivia or family work 
and attachment to the land) combined 
with learning the production wisdom 
of the areas in which they live (6), in-
cluding agroecology. Indeed, agroecol-
ogy constitutes the inexorable model 
of family, peasant, and indigenous ag-
riculture, and allows the provision of 
healthy food from the rural world, as 
well as for consumers —both native and 
migrant— in Argentina.

The UTT model
Formed in 2013 as a worker cooperative 
that later morphed into the agroecolog-
ical model, UTT’s main objective is to 
improve the life, production, and trade 
conditions of all its members. Its motto 
is “for healthy, safe and sovereign food, 
with access to land and fair trade”. It 
is made up of more than 22 thousand 
families across 20 provinces of Argen-
tina, who grow 70% of the yerba mate, 
more than half of the vegetables and 
citrus fruits, and rear more than half 
of the chickens and pigs, almost all the 
goats, more than 20% of the cows and 
produce 30% of the milk consumed in 
Argentina (7). Although the UTT is not 
an organization born out of the initia-
tive of the migrant population, it is con-
stituted by a large number of migrant 
workers (especially from Bolivia).

The transition to agroecology made 
by this organization was facilitated by 
State agents (mainly, technical teams 
from the Secretariat of Family Agri-
culture and the Argentine Institute of 
Agricultural Technology, INTA), and 
was later incorporated by the UTT it-
self through “farmer to farmer” train-

ing (8). In other words, the transition 
towards an agroecological model was 
also due to a lore of the land that the 
families already possessed but had for-
gotten. This is how Marixa Puma Ro-
cabado, Bolivian migrant and head of 
the UTT’s Seed Sector, describes it: 
“The comrades who gathered in the as-
semblies, workshops, meetings, always 

remembered the ways in which their 
parents and grandparents prepared 
the soil. The ways they had to prevent 
pests from attacking their crops; they 
made teas, they made fertilizers with 
the manure of the animals they kept in 
their own fields. Unlike the manner in 
which they are producing now... They 
have that lore but they no longer prac-
tice it, because there is another model... 
It arrived and began to dominate. Now 
everything is bought: seeds, fertiliz-
ers, pesticides, fungicides. Everything 
is bought. But that knowledge was not 
lost, and we began to recover it, to re-
member how to properly prepare the 
soil and how to generate diversity in the 
field (...) We stopped depending on the 
dollar by producing our own seeds.” (9).

The benefits of producing under the 

agroecological model are evident. In 
addition to the impact in terms of food 
quality and safety, by avoiding the use 
of products potentially hazardous to 
health, this type of production allows 
cost management in local currency, 
which results in a lesser degree of de-
pendance on macroeconomic variables. 
As a result, this model favors access to 
cheaper, healthier, and traceable food 
in its production process, with an in-
come-profit balance for all the stake-
holders in the production chain.

Finally, the UTT demands that the 
whole agroecological model be accom-
panied by public policies that contain 
the small producers’ sector, for example, 
by establishing agricultural colonies in 
all the peri-urban areas. This constitutes 
a political and, at the same time, subjec-
tive advance, allowing people to make 
common and healthy use of the territo-
ries. Thus, for example, Marixa says: “I 
started to meet more people, to talk to 
neighbors I had seen for years, but with 
whom I had never spoken. And agroecol-
ogy helped us start talking” (10).

Nurturing knowledge
Regional migration flows, particularly 
those from Bolivia, have become vital-
ly important economic and productive 
agents as they are in charge of a large 
part of the production, trade and dis-
tribution of vegetables in all the farm-
able areas of Argentina. Thanks to their 
work, knowledge and organization, 
they guarantee that what is produced 
in rural areas reaches the largest cities 
of Argentina.

For decades, the organization of 
small family farmers and peasants has 
been promoting environmental protec-
tion and food sovereignty. In this pro-
cess, agroecology has become a funda-
mental way to strengthen the right to 
healthy and economically accessible 
food. In addition, this organization-
al change generated impacts of a pro-
ductive and economic sort, as well as 
political and subjective implications. 
The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted 

For decades, 
small farmers' 
organizations 
have played a 
fundamental role in 
the diversification 
of the industrial 
agriculture model.
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Argentina is an emble-
matic country in terms 
of international migra-
tion. Historically, the 
national elites saw im-
migration as an expec-

ted source of economic, socio-cultural 
and civic-political dynamism. Since the 
mid-19th century, they translated this 
view into policies that encouraged the 
settlement of a multitude of emigrants 
from an expelling Europe, who came to 
represent 29% of the country’s total po-
pulation. Early discourses on the con-
tributions –both possible and real– of 
immigration to  the growth of the na-
tion established associations between 
migration and ideas of “civilization”, 
“progress” and “modernization” that 
resonated for a long time. Today, Ar-
gentina continues to be a vital space for 
immigration. It is the South American 
country with the highest concentration 
of foreign-born people: around three 
million people, representing more than 
6% of its total population (1). The bulk 
of this population is the result of his-
torical and contemporary migrations 
flows from neighboring countries, to 
which were added, in the 1990s, Peru-
vian migration and, later, those from 
Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela. 
There are also migrants from the Domi-
nican Republic, Haiti, various African 
countries, Korea, Taiwan and continen-
tal China, among others. 

Complementarity, not competition
Migration acts as an injection for popu-
lation growth, with immediate effects 
on the domestic market. As consu-
mers, migrants increase the demand 
for goods (food, clothing, technology) 
and services. This demand has a direct 
impact on the balance sheets of small 
and large private and public compa-
nies, and stimulates production and 
trade. In addition, migrant consump-
tion always implies an indirect contri-
bution to the State’s coffers through 
the payment of VAT. Those who argue 
that Argentina “imports poverty” and 
that migrants are “an expense for the 
State” are unaware of the conclusions 
reached by several studies: that in re-
cent years, immigrants paid more in 
taxes than the public investment ma-
de in this population (2), that migrants 
do not spend proportionally more of 
the budget for health, education or so-
cial benefits than the population born 
in Argentina (3), and that the require-
ments demanded in practice (ID card, 
minimum number of years of residen-
ce in accordance with regulatory re-
quirements) restrict access to welfare 
programmes. In fact, although Migra-
tion Law No. 25.871/2003 establishes 
that the migration status is not an obs-
tacle to the enjoyment of basic rights, in 
2019 only 1.4% of migrants were able to 

collect the Universal Child Allowance 
(“Asignación Universal por Hijo”) (4).

The contribution of migrants to the 
labor force is more widely recognized. 
From this point of view, the demogra-
phic contribution of migration is dou-
bly valuable in countries with increa-
sing life expectancy and aging rates that 
are not compensated by their fertility 
and birth rates, a demographic trend 
that is increasingly affecting developed 
countries and is also evident in Argenti-
na. Different local surveys highlight the 
decline in fertility levels in recent de-
cades: in the Statistical Yearbook of the 
Argentine Republic of 2021, for exam-
ple, the Argentine Statistics Institute 
(INDEC) cites an overall fertility rate 
of 1.5 children per woman for 2020, a 
historical low far from the 2.1 needed to 
maintain the balance between the wor-
king and dependent population. Given 
that the migrant population tends to be 
younger and concentrated in producti-
ve ages –according to the 2010 Natio-
nal Population Census, 71% of the fore-
ign population was between 15 and 65 
years old, compared to 64% of the nati-
ve population– their work is invaluable 
to sustain economic productivity and 
social security funds for the elderly. 
This, of course, provided that there 
are policies and practices that facilita-
te the participation of migrant workers 
in the formal economy and ensure de-
cent work. The fact remains that labor 
informality, one of the features that 
currently characterizes migrant labor 
around the world, constrains the con-
tributions of the migrant working po-
pulation.

In our country, according to a re-
port by the Ministry of Labor, Emplo-
yment and Social Security, at the end of 
2016 the activity and employment rates 
among migrants from South America 
were 64% and 69%, while those of nati-
ve people were 59% and 54%. However, 
high activity and employment rates do 
not correlate with registered work figu-
res. Among South American migrants, 
unregistered work reaches 50%, while 
among natives, although high, this pro-
portion drops to 33% (5). Unlike coun-
tries that, by hindering migration regu-
larity, channel migrant labor towards 
labor irregularity, in Argentina, unre-
gistered work among migrants is not 
necessarily linked to the lack of docu-
mentation. In 2015, 86% of migrants 
working in unregistered jobs had a va-
lid ID card (6), in part, thanks to the 
application of the principles enshrined 
in the Migration Law. The prevalence 
of unregistered work is due, rather, to 
the existence of a segmented labor mar-
ket that offers migrants jobs in smaller 
establishments, with high worker tur-
nover and more precarious income than 
the rest of the population (7): low va-
lue-added jobs, less attractive to the na-

tive population, mostly linked to cons-
truction, the textile industry, domes-
tic work, gastronomy, trade, agricultu-
re and, for some years now –especially 
since the COVID-19 pandemic–, dri-
ving cars for private transportation and 
delivery services through applications 
or platforms dedicated to this purpo-
se. In this sense, the contribution of mi-
grant labor is complementary to native 
labor and not a competitor. Moreover, 
the demands to strengthen the labor in-
sertion of migrants, both quantitatively 
and qualitatively, and the search for al-
ternative and dignified forms of emplo-
yment –such as the creation of coope-
ratives– bolster the struggles for better 
working conditions of the native popu-
lation inserted in these sectors. 

The fact that migrant labor is com-
plementary to native labor also means 
that it favors the work of native workers 
in more skilled jobs. To illustrate this 
situation, we can quote the example of 
what happened with domestic workers 
from different countries in the region 
who joined the locals in continuing to 
relieve women workers from the upper 
and middle sectors of the labor mar-
ket of domestic care tasks. The notion 

of complementarity also applies when 
certain occupations have vacancies that 
can be covered by migrants. In Argen-
tina, for example, it is necessary to tri-
ple and geographically distribute nur-
sing personnel (8) and there is a lack of 
engineering professionals in its various 
branches due to a low number of gra-
duates (9). In recent years, the arrival 
of highly qualified migrants from Vene-
zuela and Colombia (a large percentage 
of whom have university and postgra-
duate studies) has increased sharply 
and, according to data from the Natio-
nal Directorate of Migration, 13,000 Ve-
nezuelan engineers have settled in the 
country, more than 10% of whom spe-
cialize in petroleum. With the active 
participation of the Association of Ve-
nezuelan Engineers in Argentina, a sta-
te programme for the reorientation of 
migration flows was launched, which 
resulted in the hiring of professionals 
in companies in the provinces of Córdo-
ba, Río Negro and Neuquén. The media 
have highlighted how this migration, 
willing to settle in different parts of the 

country, provides specialists in oil and 
mining engineering, indispensable for 
the operation of the Vaca Muerta field. 
It is estimated that approximately 400 
migrants are contributing with their 
professional expertise to these highly 
technical industries, people who found 
their first work opportunity in our cou-
ntry in areas of low professional quali-
fication and in situations of informality.

The demand for professionals in di-
fferent vacancy-affected areas throug-
hout Argentina could be covered more 
quickly and efficiently by a skilled mi-
grant population if the procedures for 
obtaining the ID card and the validation 
of academic degrees were streamlined, 
if the nationality requirement establis-
hed in the National Public Employment 
Law No. 25.164 for access to positions 
in the public administration were re-
viewed and if the prejudices that still 
persist when hiring were removed (10).

Migrant entrepreneurship
Finally, migrants contribute to the eco-
nomic development of countries and 
communities of residence as entrepre-
neurs at different scales. Migrant-ge-
nerated ventures create job opportu-
nities for themselves, other migrants 
and non-migrants. They also stimulate 
international trade exchanges and pro-
mote innovation in many ways: from 
the development of patents to the intro-
duction of novelties in the communities 
where they are located (products and 
services associated with cultural diver-
sity or local businesses with favorable 
prices). Migrants, on the one hand, are 
motivated by the need to overcome obs-
tacles in accessing the labor market and 
to integrate socially in order to develop 
new life projects in places far from their 
countries of origin; on the other hand, 
thanks to the lessons learned from their 
migration experience, they are often 
better prepared to take risks, to adapt 
and to change in the face of adversity, as 
well as to generate and take advantage 
of support and financial aid networks. 
All of this makes it possible to measu-
re the added value contributed by mi-
grants to productive activity.

One of the most visible cases of mi-
grant entrepreneurship in Argentina is 
that of Bolivian families in horticulture, 
which, going from peonage to the ow-
nership of farms, have advanced over 
the entire production chain, reaching 
the distribution and trade of more than 
80% of the vegetables and fruits con-
sumed in the country. As described in 
another article in this supplement, the 
creation of networks and partnerships 
is a key element here. At the other end 
of a scale with a variety of intermediary 
initiatives, we can find small-scale ini-
tiatives such as the e-commerce plat-
form “Feria Migrante y Refugiada Vir-
tual” [“Virtual Migrant and Refugee 
Fair”], implemented by the civil rights 
association “Mujeres Unidas Migran-
tes y Refugiadas en Argentina” [“Uni-
ted Migrant and Refugee Women in Ar-
gentina”]. This undertaking accompa-
nies and provides visibility to projects 
developed independently by women 
and dissidents who suffered a negati-
ve impact of the pandemic in a diffe-
rential way. The presentation of one of 
these projects illustrates this capacity 
for adaptation and the willingness for 
labor readjustment that characterizes 
migrant entrepreneurship: “My na-
me is Deisy Rodriguez. I am from Peru 
and I trained as a teacher. I have been 
living in Argentina for 15 years. I work 
as a cake designer and decorator. Eight 
years ago I started my business Dolce 
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Argentina is the 
South American 
country with 
the highest 
concentration of 
foreign-born people.

Economic drivers

Migrants contribute to economic development in multiple dimensions: as 
consumers in the domestic market, as taxpayers, or with jobs in occupations 
with vacancies, such as nursing or engineering. Migrant work is always 
complementary to native work and contributes to the improvement of 
society as a whole.
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Dolce Pastelería (Cake shop). Nowadays, I not 
only make designer cakes, but I also give clas-
ses and help entrepreneurs in their growth and 
training. Dolce Dolce Pastelería is a sweet space 
where I share what I learned”.

It is clear that the potential of migrants to 
function as catalysts for the economic develop-
ment of host societies is manifold. But it is even 
clearer that, in the heat of inclusive and sustai-
nable policies, this contribution to development, 
understood in a broad sense that links the eco-
nomic dimension to the social, cultural and po-
litical dimension with respect for fundamental 
rights, can become vast. g
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According to annual surveys conducted by the 
educational system, Argentine schools have a pro-
portion of migrant students below 2% enrolled at the 
primary level (with a downward trend) and around 
1.8% at the secondary level (with a tendency to in-
crease). These proportions increase significantly 
when considering children and young people who 
have at least one parent from another country (2).

The tension between uniformity and diversity
For migrant families and organizations, schooling 
has a very important meaning, although this does 
not always translate into concrete demands. Statisti-
cal and ethnographic surveys reveal that improving 
the educational journeys of their sons and daughters 
represents an important aspect in the decision to mi-
grate. Also, planning schooling in the new territory 
that one inhabits speaks of a desire for permanen-
ce and inclusion. But, fundamentally, the schooling 
of migrant children and young people is the exercise 
of a right. Let us remember that both migration and 
educational regulations affirm the right to education 
of the migrant population regardless of their docu-
mentation status.

But let us return to the central objective. Reflec-
ting on the contributions of the migrant presence in 
schools confronts us with a structural dilemma of 
the educational system: the tension between unifor-
mity and diversity.

Contributions in the field of education are not as 
easily demonstrated with figures as in other areas of 
social life. However, they are verifiable if we think 
of education, and in particular the school, as a space 
for inclusion, for the promotion of equality, for the 
development of reflective and critical thinking, for 
civic training and for the development of intellectual 
and emotional skills for dialogue and understanding.

From traditional paradigms, uniformity (of bac-
kgrounds, previous knowledge, belongings, etc.) is a 
condition for classroom work. However, a growing 
body of research shows that the diversity of back-
grounds, languages, experiences, beliefs and na-
tional origins has an unquestionable formative po-
tential for all children and young people, both mi-
grants and non-migrants. In principle, it allows for 
the broadening of knowledge and the questioning 
of parameters that tend to be imposed as unique: 
knowledge of a language and a history, identifica-
tion with a flag.

The mere presence of children from migrant fa-
milies, many of them born in Argentina, sometimes 
identified simultaneously with the territories of 
origin of their families and with the space they now 
inhabit, shifts installed images about countries, 
borders and identities. This is already a contribu-
tion inasmuch as it accounts for a situation that is 
very complex to install in schools: the relative, his-
torical and dynamic nature of identifications.

Perhaps the field of languages is a clearer pla-
ce to illustrate this argument. No one doubts that 
contact with more than one language is, in itself, 
a formative fact, which broadens the universe of 
thought, allows comparison and provides more 
tools for understanding the structure of one’s own 
language. A similar phenomenon can be observed 
with cultural manifestations and history (issues 
discussed in the article on cultural contributions in 
this supplement).

Let us imagine a classroom where 
all the children have had the same 
schooling, similar formative expe-
riences, speak in a similar way and 
think more or less the same things. 
This image, which, of course, does 

not correspond to any real classroom, has often ope-
rated in the educational system as an ideal of a spa-
ce “where one can work”. Today we know that sha-
ring different life paths, positions and memories en-
riches the educational experience. However, there 
still remain discourses and positions that conceive 
diversity in schools (the presence of students from 
different national origins, for example) as a problem 
and as a cost that would not have, for “us”, the natio-
nals, any benefit whatsoever. This will be the main 
argument to be discussed in this article.

Remnants of Eurocentrism
Argentine schools, as institutions linked to the for-
mation of the nation, assumed at different times in 
history a strategic role in the inclusion and exclusion 
of the migrant population. The predominant man-
date, although not the only one, was assimilationist. 
According to this mandate, migrants and their chil-
dren had to renounce their references of origin as a 

condition for their successful integration into Ar-
gentine society and schools. They had to identify 
with a flag, a language, a nation. Along with this, a 
large part of the organizers of the public education 
system adhered to Eurocentric assumptions accor-
ding to which if any population could contribute 
to the progress of the nation, it was the one coming 
from Europe. We need only recall the words of Juan 
B. Alberdi (a foundational referent of the educatio-
nal system): “Everything in the civilization of our 
soil is European... In the Americas, everything that 
is not European is barbaric: there is no other division 
than this one” (1).

From these conceptions, which have a significant 
validity almost two hundred years later, it is difficult 
to think about the contributions of the Latin Ameri-
can migrant population, the main migration contin-
gent for many years now, to our country.

The paradigms of inclusion and interculturality 
are revising these assumptions, but Eurocentric vi-
sions and exclusionary forms of nationalism still per-
sist in the educational sphere. These views, reinfor-
ced by various social and political actors, have insta-
lled the image of Latin American migration as an inva-
sion, as a population that abuses rights that it should 
not have, as they are burdensome for nationals.
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The potential of diversity
MIGRANT CONTRIBUTION TO EDUCATION

Sharing different languages, beliefs and national backgrounds 
enriches the learning experience: it broadens knowledge and 
challenges parameters that tend to be imposed as unique.
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There is another aspect in which migration con-
tributes to education that deserves to be highlighted: 
what knowledge of migration processes adds to the 
civic learning that takes place in schools. For Alina 
Larramendi, a specialist in Social Sciences didac-
tics, dealing with migration in the classroom has a 
remarkable formative potential, enabling students 
to develop skills to analyze social processes and 
personal experiences, challenge prejudices, build 
a position respectful of rights, and empathize with 
diverse stories (3). Multiple situations reviewed in 
schools show that the treatment of this topic allows 
non-migrant students to recognize the voice of their 
migrant peers as knowledge, and those who are mi-
grants to reflect on their own life experiences as part 
of broader social processes (4).

We said at the beginning that, in educational dis-
courses still in force, it is difficult to distance one-
self from the assumptions of uniformity, traditio-
nal forms of nationalism and Eurocentric speeches. 
However, we also know that a large part of the tea-
ching profession supports with great effort (not 
always recognized) alternative projects. We have 
thus recovered the testimonies of two teachers who 
work in schools of Escobar, one of the many locali-
ties of the province of Buenos Aires where migrant 
presence is strong. One of them is Irma Juárez, a his-
tory and geography teacher in secondary schools. In 
research work carried out in schools in this locality, 
we recorded how this teacher enriched the stereoty-
ped treatment of school events with the inclusion of 
references to the history and cultural expressions of 
neighboring countries, or how she worked with bio-
graphical accounts of migrant women, among other 
experiences.

“The presence of students whose families come 
from neighboring countries is enriching for my job 
as a teacher and also a challenge for the constant re-
assessment of my practices. Considering the diver-
sity in the classroom through dialogue with the stu-
dents allows me to plan lessons based on their ex-
pressions and interests. Linking the contents of the 
History and Geography classes enables a grounded 
and meaningful teaching that in turn promotes re-
levant learning instances such as field trips, inter-
views, life stories, and organization of fairs. Approa-
ching the contents from a renewed, Latin American, 
local perspective is much more motivating both for 
my practices and for my students. This perspective 
also brings a respectful attitude towards others, the 
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The COVID-19 pandemic forced us, 
as a society, to focus on the concept 
of care. Care in the specific sense 
of health care for sick people, but 
also in the broader sense that re-
fers to the tasks necessary for the 

social reproduction of daily life. This critical 
juncture also made it clear that the participation 
of migrants in the whole spectrum of care has 
been and remains crucial for the wellbeing of the 
country’s population.

During the pandemic, migrant health profes-
sionals, particularly those from South American 
countries, gained notoriety for their performance 
on the front line against the coronavirus. A few 
days after the health emergency was declared, the 
government, foreseeing the additional demand for 
nursing and medical personnel that this situation 

would cause and knowing the existence of a signif-
icant number of professionals in this field among 
the foreign population residing in the country, au-
thorized “the hiring and practice of health profes-
sionals and technicians qualified abroad, whose 
degree is not approved or authorized in the Argen-
tine Republic” (Decree of Necessity and Urgen-
cy No. 260/20, art.2, par.8). This measure made it 
possible to strengthen the healthcare system dur-
ing the COVID crisis. For hundreds of foreign resi-
dents, it also meant an opportunity to apply for va-
cancies in public hospitals and primary health care 
centers, and to practice their profession in Argenti-
na. The fact is that the practice of many professions 
requires the validation or authorization, through a 
national university, of the degrees obtained abroad, 
a procedure which involves migrant regularity and 
which generally takes a long time.

A key piece of care 

acknowledgement of an intercultural legacy made 
invisible or undervalued by official history.”

Gabriela Carballo, a teacher of History, Geogra-
phy and Civic Learning in the same locality, expres-
ses herself in a similar vein:

“The presence of migrant students in the clas-
sroom allows us to confront the hegemonic histo-
rical narratives that even today continue to circula-
te in the school environment. Keeping in mind the 
situations contributed by students who come from 
migrant families in reference to their experiences, 
situations of discrimination and segregation allows 
us not only to sustain a critical attitude towards this, 

but also to advance in the explanation of its logic and 
its interaction with a model of society, to think about 
the relations of inequality in which differences arise 
in society. Schools where there is a significant pre-
sence of migrant students, or those who belong to 
migrant families, challenge us to make intercultu-
rality not only a perspective, but also a process and 
a concrete action project, with the aim of building 
more egalitarian and inclusive views and devices.”

This overview seeks to have installed at least so-
me suspicions about the necessarily positive charac-
ter of uniform classrooms and to think about the po-
tentialities of diverse presences. It is also necessary 
to recognize that these presences pose a challenge 
and a test to teacher training, teaching and learning 
styles, and the forms of relationships installed in the 
educational system. It is a matter of paying attention 
to the formative value of situations that, as the tea-
chers relate, enable a rapport with those we consider 
“others”, and not only to talk about them.

Before we conclude, we wish to make two final 
comments. On the one hand, it is necessary to bear 

According to administrative records of the Na-
tional Directorate of Migration, degrees in health 
sciences are the second most frequent among the 
high number of Venezuelans with university and 
tertiary degrees who applied for residence grants 
between 2015 and 2018. A quarter of those health de-
grees corresponded to nursing and another quarter, 
to psychology. However, most of these professionals 
have not managed to validate their degrees and have 
been inserted, to a large extent, in care occupations 
outside the health sector and within the sphere of 
homes: as nurses —including a portion of male nurs-
es— or therapeutic home companions, sharing the 
same precarious and unfavorable working condi-
tions with those who perform non-therapeutic care 
work and general tasks in private homes.

This brings us to the notion of care in a broad 
sense. The temporary suspension of classroom 
schooling, mandatory lockdown and home confine-
ment during the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbat-
ed the burden of the tasks necessary to maintain a 
household and the wellbeing of its members. Thus 
were amplified the reflections, generally promoted 
by feminism, which conceive of these tasks as work 
in the strict sense of the term: work historically as-
signed to women that has tended to remain invisi-
ble, devalued and unpaid, but which is essential to 
social reproduction. Moreover, feminist econom-
ics considers domestic and care work to be the pri-
mary activity that ensures that life continues. It also 
notes that the unequal sex-gender division of labor 
that has dominated the social organization of care 
intersects class and racial-ethnic inequalities. Thus, 

MIGRANT CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE SUSTAINABILITY OF LIFE
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in mind that the context of inequality in which many 
migrant families live, especially those from Latin 
America, sometimes overshadows the contributions 
we have discussed. When socio-economic condi-
tions are highly complex, the dialogue between fa-
milies and the school and school career paths un-
doubtedly suffers. In these cases, it is important not 
to attribute to the migration condition problems that 
correspond to a material deprivation that threatens 
the schooling possibilities of all children and young 
people, whether migrants or not (5).

On the other hand, it is necessary to issue a war-
ning about the spot we have given to the diversi-
ty of backgrounds, experiences and projects. This 
emphasis is related to the intention of pointing out 
what this difference can contribute to an educatio-
nal system that continues to debate between ho-
mogeneity, inclusion and interculturality. Together 
with this, it is important to highlight what migrant 
and non-migrant families, children and young 
people have in common and what they project in 
similar terms: a better life for their children, whe-
re school has a prominent place enabling or inhibi-
ting paths of greater equality. In this sense, natives 
and migrants find ourselves projecting and wishing 
in very similar terms for more justice, more equali-
ty, more construction and transmission of common 
knowledge and know-how, and a society where te-
rritorial borders, but also those of class, gender or 
generation, are not an insurmountable wall. g
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Migrants, the majority of whom are women, play a leading role in domestic 
and caregiving work, both within the home and in the health system. Their 
struggle has been fundamental to improve working conditions generally 
marked by precariousness and informality.

Argentine schools 
assumed a strategic 
role in the inclusion 
and exclusion of the 
migrant population.



We are witnessing the cel-
ebration of 40 years of 
uninterrupted democra-
cy, in which the achieve-
ments of the contempo-
rary migrant population 

have strengthened and expanded the rights of 
all people living in Argentina. Therefore, it is the 
right time to analyze and value the contributions 
made by the migrant population to the consolida-
tion and strengthening of democratic institutions 
and the promotion of a pluralistic exercise of so-
cial participation.

The democratic transition was permeated by 
the work of social, religious and human rights or-
ganizations that began to incorporate migrant is-
sues into their work agenda. Along the way, the 
leading role of migrant organizations varied from 
a social role and the vindication of their idiosyn-
crasies and cultures, to participation as actors 
with clear demands made to the State.
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in those households where it is possible to outsource 
these tasks, it is mostly ethnicized and racialized 
women who assume them, in situations that range 
from absolute precariousness to low-wage formal 
employment. Migrant women are a key cog in the 
transnational caregiving mechanism.

Main labor market insertion
In Argentina, the dynamic relationship between do-
mestic work and international migration can be ob-
served as a conjunction of processes reflected in the 
Population Census from 1960 onwards. On the one 
hand, with the cessation of overseas migration, in-
tra-regional migration increased its relative weight, 
evidencing the constancy of flows from neighboring 
countries and progressively adding flows from oth-
er countries in the region (Peru and, later, Colombia 
and Venezuela). On the other hand, the Metropolitan 
Area of Buenos Aires has become a priority destina-
tion, especially for women. In fact, there is a correl-
ative trend, although differential depending on  the 
countries of origin, towards the feminization of mi-
gration: this is highly noticeable in the case of Para-
guayan and Peruvian migration flows near the turn 
of the century. In turn, the concentration of these 
women in domestic work, a labor niche where for-
eign workers has always been overrepresented, is be-
ginning to be noticed.

Indeed, if domestic work in Argentina —an almost 
entirely feminized sector— has a significant labor 
insertion among working women in general, occu-
pying 17% of all salaried women, it is even more so 
among migrant women: the Argentine Institute of 
Statistics (INDEC) data from the 4 quarters of the 
Permanent Household Survey (EPH) of 2021 show 
that 28.8% of them were concentrated in this sec-
tor; however, when the universe is restricted to those 
who are not registered, this percentage grows to 
45.7% (1). For women from Paraguay and Peru, this 
represents their main labor insertion. In 2001, this 
sector accounted for 70% of Paraguayan and 60% of 
Peruvian women workers —proportions that, a de-
cade later, dropped to 40% and 35%, respectively. In 
the regional migration dynamics, these figures place 
Argentina as the main recipient of migrant women 
employed in this activity. However, as analyzed in the 
article “Economic drivers” in this supplement, this 
is not a competitive insertion but complementary to 
that of native women, since foreign women represent 
around 9% of the total number of women employed 
in private homes.

There are several reasons why intra-regional mi-
grants have been joining native workers in the tasks 
of cleaning, cooking, washing and ironing, caring 
for children, elderly people and people with vari-
ous health conditions in Argentine households. On 
the one hand, various socioeconomic situations and 
expulsion policies of the countries of origin in which 
Argentina presented some factor of attraction (for 
example, the peso-dollar convertibility of the 90’s 
that attracted Peruvian migrants) (2). The migra-
tion of Latin American women also tends to coincide 
with marital breakups and responsibility for chil-
dren, and can only occur to the extent that there is 
another non-migrant woman (generally mothers or 
aunts) available to take care of them until family re-
unification is achieved in the country of destination. 
On the other hand, in Argentina’s large urban centers 
there is a sustained demand for domestic workers. 
The existence of a consolidated demand in Argenti-
na accelerated the migration of single women from 
neighboring countries, even at very young ages, as in 
the case of Paraguay, and generated migration chains 
and assistance networks made up of migrant wom-
en already settled in the destination countries who 
provide information on job opportunities, finance 
the trip and provide the first home for the potential 
migrant. Finally, if domestic work is the main inser-
tion niche for migrant women, this is so because it is 
an occupation that can be accessed quickly and does 
not require any experience other than that acquired 
in caring for one’s own family.

Successful activism
Of course, this occupation often exposes women to 
exploitation and the invisible abuses that employers 
exercise in the private space of the home, since the 
high concentration of migrant women in domestic 
work is closely related to the low job formality and 
strong precariousness of this branch of work. Ac-

cording to data from the Ministry of Labor, Em-
ployment and Social Security, in 2004, 96% of 
women in domestic work were not registered as 
employees; in 2020, after various state interven-
tions, the figure of non-registration was close to 
77%. But, unlike native workers, for foreign wom-
en, labor irregularity is intertwined with the prob-
lem of documentation and access to information, 
which is not always easy to resolve despite regula-
tory advances in Argentina.

At this crossroads of social and legal vulnera-
bility, migrant women workers have added, to the 
contribution that their work in socially indispens-
able tasks represents, an active voice to the de-
mand for the improvement of working conditions 
for all domestic workers. The associative experi-
ence of migrant women and the political skills ac-
quired through their previous participation in the 
struggle for the sanction of a migration law found-
ed on the respect of human rights have been a fun-
damental contribution for a group of workers in 
adverse conditions to organize themselves. The 
political incidence of migrant women —through 
public tribunals, petitions to the highest authori-
ties of the country, the call for a public hearing in 
the Argentine House of Representatives, among 
other innovative initiatives— did its part to achieve 
the approval of Law No. 26.844/2013 on the Spe-
cial Regime of Work Contract for Domestic Work-
ers and the ratification of ILO Convention No. 189. 
Against an obsolete norm founded on the tradi-
tion of service, these new regulatory instruments 
placed female domestic workers on an equal foot-
ing with the rest of the working people, requiring 
the registration of the employment relationship 
and guaranteeing such basic rights as the maximum 
8-hour working day or maternity leave. The activism 
of migrant women does not stop there: the civil rights 
association “Mujeres Unidas Migrantes y Refugiadas 
en Argentina” [“United Migrant and Refugee Wom-
en in Argentina”], for example, has been in charge of 
monitoring progress and challenges in the applica-
tion of the law through an investigation of the situa-
tion of domestic workers after the hard blow dealt to 
this group by the pandemic.

The health crisis, which left thousands of migrant 
women workers without any income, brought to 

Organization and coordination
We will focus on the National Migration Law No. 
25.781/03 since, after years of resistance against the 
General Decree Law on Migration and Promotion 
of Immigration No. 22.439 which came into force 
during the civil-military dictatorship in 1981 under 
the National Security Doctrine (1), the current mi-
gration law turned migrant organizations into lead-
ing actors in the debate on the law, allowing them to 
(re)make their voices heard and participate in the 
public arena. This law is innovative for incorporat-
ing the perspective of migration as a human right, 
setting the country as an example in terms of rights 
standards worldwide. Law No. 25.871 undoubtedly 
represents a democratizing and plural project since 
it made consultation and participation effective by 
enabling a dialogue with State decision-making 
spheres that migrant populations could not exercise 
until it was sanctioned.

During the last decades, in the context of a 
re-emergence of discriminatory and xenopho-

light another modality of care that these women 
carry out in addition to the unpaid work they do 
within their own families: community care. Mi-
grant women contribute with their skills to ob-
tain and manage resources, their food knowledge, 
their organizational capacity and their work for 
the soup kitchens in the communities they are part 
of; they educate in kindergartens and community 
centers and promote rights and create protection 
networks against gender violence (some of which 
are specific to migrant women, such as the move-
ment “Not One Less Migrant Woman”).

It is time to give care, in all its forms, the impor-
tance it deserves. An aging society that demands 
more and more care must aim at a greater state sup-
ply of care and a more equitable participation of men. 
But, above all, it must “care for caregivers”, espe-
cially those in conditions of greater vulnerability. It 
is pressing to recognize the work of migrant wom-
en who contribute to sustaining our lives and to as-
sume the responsibility of contributing to sustain-
ing theirs, facilitating their full insertion, guarantee-
ing the effective enjoyment of greater forms of social 
protection and institutionalizing support for com-
munity networks. g
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For a plural democracy
MIGRANT CONTRIBUTIONS TO DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS

Since the return of democracy, the role of migrant organizations has been 
fundamental to its strengthening, not only because of their role in bringing 
about improvements for migrants, but also as active stakeholders in the 
struggle for more rights for the population as a whole.
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bic public speeches, migrants have been devot-
ed to the defense of their rights to migrate and 
live with dignity in Argentina. Thus, several mi-
grant organizations were constituted and joined 
networks, associations, political parties, trade 
unions, alternative media, and human rights or-
ganizations central to the democratic dynamics 
of the country. Among others, we can mention the 
Network of Migrants and Refugees in Argentina, 
the Migrant Workers Block, the Secretariat of Mi-
grant and Refugee Workers, the Union of Work-
ers of the Popular Economy, the Human Rights 
Civil Association for United Migrant and Refu-
gee Women in Argentina, Not One Migrant Less, 
Migrants for Migrants, the Common Motherland 
Migrant and Refugee Assembly and Migrant Stu-
dents from the University of Buenos Aires.

The work undertaken by migrant organiza-
tions, specifically through territorial coordina-
tion to respond to social needs, has positioned 
them as unavoidable spaces for community sup-
port and relief, opening doors to facilitate access 
to health and education, helping with bureau-
cratic processing of regularizations, providing 
contacts to access employment or housing, con-
tributing to reducing language or cultural barri-
ers for non-Spanish-speaking migrants, and pro-
moting soup kitchens, among other resources. 
Zulma Monges, a Paraguayan migrant from the 
“Kuña Guapa” Women’s House, emphasizes: “I 
would like to finish my studies and convey all this 
territorial work to other places. There are many 
community experiences in the neighborhoods, 
very enriching, and nobody takes them as an ex-
ample. I would like to show them, to accompa-
ny these processes and to organize ourselves, to 
generate other forms of activism with a higher 
degree of commitment to others, because in the 
neighborhoods we do not need to be assisted. We 
need to be part of the solution” (2).

As “part of the solution”, migrant organiza-
tions were, and are, important architects of the 
economic, social, cultural and labor incorpora-
tion of other migrants, at a local, provincial and 
national level, both from community practices, 
as well as from the work in activism for the ex-
pansion of rights. The migrant population was in-
volved, for example, in the process that led to the 
enactment of the Labor Contract Law for Domes-
tic Workers (No. 26.844/13) or the Transvestite 
and Transexual Labor Quota Law (No. 27.636/21).

Two other participatory experiences that de-
serve to be highlighted are the National Migrant 
Survey of Argentina (ENMA) and the Migrant 
Agenda. The ENMA had its first edition in 2020

—in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic— 
and then in 2023. Its aim is to research on and 
promote public policies on migration issues 
based on reliable information, appealing to the 
commitment and participation of more than thir-
ty migrant organizations throughout the coun-
try, different academics from CONICET (nucle-

ated in the Migration and Asylum Axis of the In-
stitutional Network Oriented to the Solution of 
Human Rights Problems) and other colleagues 
(3). The Migrant Agenda, on the other hand, de-
veloped in the last days of 2019 and in 2023, was 
discussed and drafted in participatory, democratic 
and federal terms by migrant organizations, human 
rights organizations, civil society organizations and 
academics, and was addressed to the Ministries and 
Secretariats at the national sphere, which thus be-
came stakeholders of these demands. Both devices, 
together with the processes carried out by indige-
nous and Afro-descendant peoples, have contributed 
to disarticulating the myth of a homogeneous soci-
ety, identified with European migration, and to make 
other ethnic and racial narratives visible based on the 
census information of the last two decades.

The debts of migrant vote
During the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st 
century, access to political rights for different social 
actors in our country was expanded. Thus, the right 

to secret, universal and compulsory voting for all Ar-
gentine men aged 18 and over came into force only 
in 1912, women´s vote in 1947, and in 2012 it was the 
turn for the “young vote” (from the age of 16). Despite 
these advances in civic terms, it is necessary to con-
tinue installing the issue of the migrant vote at the 
national level as part of the democratic debate. The 
participation of migrant organizations, however, was 
key to generating their demands in legislative, social 
and political terms. An example can be found in the 
campaign “Here I live, here I vote”, implemented in 
2012 (4) through which migrant organizations, hu-
man rights organizations and academics raised the 
challenge of separating the right to vote from nation-
ality. In this framework, they organized street activi-
ties, talks in universities and lower-class neighbor-
hoods, and judicial and administrative presentations 
in several State areas to petition for their right to vote 
(5). They argued that the country of origin consti-
tuted something fortuitous for thousands of fami-
lies with permanent residence who decided to settle 
down and plan their lives on Argentinean soil. 

However, even today, the migrant vote at the na-
tional level is mediated by naturalization; that is to 
say, by a procedure before a civil judge involving 
numerous bureaucratic obstacles (6). In local elec-

tions, on the other hand, the right to vote is provid-
ed for by provincial constitutions, specific provin-
cial laws or municipal charters which, among other 
requirements, contemplate permanent residence in 
the country. In recent years, there are five provin-
cial jurisdictions that enabled foreigners to vote: one 
for the election of the Head of Government (City of 
Buenos Aires in 2000) and four for the election of the 
Governor (Tucumán in 2007, Córdoba and La Rioja 
in 2008, and Buenos Aires in 2009). Three of these 
jurisdictions (two at the provincial/jurisdictional 
level and one at the municipal level) have automat-
ic registration of migrant voters; the remaining ones 
require active registration to vote (7). Certainly, the 
inclusion of the automatic voter registration is part 
of the conquests the migrant population is achieving, 
since it guarantees the interest and demand to partic-
ipate, and turns it into a fundamental political actor 
in the public agenda. This, paired with the dissemi-
nation and information campaigns, is what fosters a 
real participation of the migrant population in their 
right to vote (8).

Actors with a voice of their own
The migrant population in Argentina assumed a very 
important role in the struggles for the conquest of 
new rights. Over time, they became actors with voic-
es of their own and achieved political, social and civic 
improvements for society as a whole.

The National Migration Law No. 25.871/03 or the 
Labor Contract Law for Domestic Workers and the 
Transvestite and Transexual Labor Quota Law con-
firm the importance of migrant democratic partici-
pation. Their interaction with and effects on aca-
demic entities and the generation of public statistics 
allowed to make visible identities that had histori-
cally been left out of the social imaginary. All these 
achievements enabled the expansion and strength-
ening of democratic institutions, mechanisms and 
practices in Argentina.

Building a plural democracy in which all voices 
can (and should) be heard is a great challenge, but 
it also offers enormous opportunities thanks to the 
benefits of intercultural dialogue and the plurality of 
perspectives. Certainly, the views and demands of all 
people residing in Argentina contribute to the expan-
sion of politics and the political arena and lead to a 
mutual enrichment of natives and migrants. g
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It is necessary to 
tackle the issue of the 
migrant vote at the 
national level as part 
of the democratic 
debate.

Kaloian Santos Cabrera



Immigration to Argentina is con-
stitutive of national identity. 
However, the study of migration 
flows from other countries in 
Latin America, Asia and Africa 
has highlighted the dynamics of 

inclusion and (above all) exclusion of mi-
grants in the imagination of the nation, as 
well as the high levels of racism and xeno-
phobia that still persist in society.

The myth of the “racial melting pot”, 
which reaffirms the European origin of 
the country, has been repeated by genera-
tions that still today build identifications 
on this idea and perceive themselves as 
a homogeneous society. But do we really 
“descend from ships”? (1).

In the exposition which follows, differ-
ent meanings of the concept of citizenship 
come into play: the one that designates a 
legal status of rights and obligations and 
the one that marks identity belonging. The 
State is the main agent in defining who be-
longs to the Nation and who does not. It is 
important to dismantle some of its actions 
and practices in order to understand the 
ways in which cultural and political citi-
zenship is constructed, considering the 
place occupied by migration and the con-
tributions it makes to this construction. At 
the same time, it is essential to consider 
what cultural productions represent for 
migrant collectives in their associative and 
identity processes, their possibilities of 
making explicit and legitimating demands 
and their future projects.

A broad and dynamic view of culture
Addressing the contributions of migrants 
to culture involves raising some starting 
points and problematizing consolidated 
stereotypes. In principle, we start by un-
derstanding culture as something that all 
human beings do and that is inherent to 
social life. Likewise, we understand ev-
ery production of culture, inasmuch as 
it is the creation of shared meanings, as a 
dynamic process, the product of constant 
changes, fusions, revisions, the sum of di-
verse histories and traditions.

On the other hand, we propose to place 
cultural processes in the context of pow-
er relations, inequality, domination, but 
also in interaction with social and politi-
cal movements. 

Finally, we seek to distance ourselves 
from certain associations between “na-
tions” and “cultures” that presuppose 
cultural homogeneity and conceive the 
presence of “others” as threat to national 
identities. Cultural expressions associat-
ed with nations coexist with others that 
are referenced in localities, ethnic group-
ings, gender issues and many other pos-
sible ways of producing meanings that 
enrich the production of imaginaries and 
creative practices.

Against the myths of homogeneity
Many authors highlight the role of cul-
ture in the negotiations carried out by 

social movements in transnational and 
globalized contexts (2). In times of glo-
balization, in which for some uniformity 
is reinforced and the borders of national 
territories are blurred, diverse cultural 
consumption (sustained, among others, 
by migrants) can constitute creative acts 
and ideological positioning in the face of 
a homogenizing scenario.

In Argentina, these processes acquire 
particular expressions. The immigra-
tion of people with diverse historical tra-
ditions, identifications, languages, and 
styles of interrelation undoubtedly ques-
tions the myths of cultural homogeneity 
rooted in the narrative on the formation of 
the national State. The processes of identi-
fication with the cultural expressions as-
sociated with the migrant population —es-
pecially those from Latin America— must 
be understood within the framework of 
the transformation of the representa-
tions and classifications that had been le-
gitimate until now to refer to Argentina’s 
“racial melting pot” (3). The presence of 
these populations raises questions to the 
nationalisms that naturalize and territo-
rialize identifications (and that alter/for-
eignize the other). In the last two decades, 
the national imaginary has undergone sig-
nificant changes (4). Bolivian and Para-
guayan immigration, among others, began 
to be seen through a prism of brotherhood 
that emerged accompanied by multi- and 
intercultural policies and a growing ex-
pansion of migrants’ rights consolidated 
by the Migration Law enforced two de-
cades ago.

A new “Latin Americanism” thus en-
courages the questioning of traditional 
images of a “white and European” Argen-
tina and opens up possibilities for the cre-
ation and recreation of migrants’ cultural 
identities. The positions and experienc-
es of the different generations are a key 
aspect to consider in the analysis of the 
processes of identification and cultural 
creation, contributing visions of national 
identity that differ from the hegemonic 
one; they question identity essentialisms 
and show an active exercise of reflexivi-
ty (5). Some testimonies are revealing of 
these processes:

Nancy is 22 years old; she is the daugh-
ter of Bolivian migrants from rural areas 
of the Department of Potosí; she is study-
ing History at university and works at her 
family’s vegetable stand in peri-urban 
areas of the city of Mendoza. She com-
ments: “I do not feel I belong to any na-
tionality, it is an invention for me; they 
are an invention in which the nations did 
not even participate... If you go through...
Yacuiba, you go through Villazón and it 
is the same, you do not notice the differ-
ence.” Walter’s position (also the son of 
Bolivian parents, born and raised in La 
Matanza, collaborator of a newspaper of 
the Bolivian community and Caporales 
dancer) also shows these dynamics; he 
defines himself as “porteño” (meaning 

that he was born and raised in Buenos Ai-
res), “mendocino” (meaning that he lives 
in Mendoza) and “son of Bolivians” (6).

Thus, “being Bolivian”, “being Para-
guayan”, “being Argentine”, “being Lat-
in American”, but also “being Argentine-
Chinese”, “Afro” or even “being a mi-
grant”, are combined in different ways 
for different purposes, showing that 
identifications can constitute active pro-
cesses in which —far from the stigma of 
the “unwanted” migrant— the “leading 
role” in cultural and social changes is as-
sumed, redefining Argentineness in each 
historical moment

Art as a space for expression
Art is a space where cultural contribu-

tions become evident. Music, crafts, and 
dance, associated with different national 
folklores, reveal common cultural char-
acteristics: self-representation, refer-
ence to place of origin/destination, iden-
tity (self-perceived, ascribed by others, 
essentialized or constructed, denied or 
valued), the marking of difference and 
the creation of individual, family and col-
lective memories (7).

Let’s take Laura’s case. She is 32 years 
old, was born in Bariloche, but has lived, 
studied and worked in Buenos Aires 
most of her life. She is the daughter of a 
father and mother from Paraguay. She 
feels that what she learned most about 
that country when she was a child is 
music. Her father played the guitar, es-
pecially polkas. However, she says “my 
old man left Paraguay and didn’t want to 
know anything more about Paraguay and 
cut absolutely all the ties he could.” Lau-
ra’s mother recalled that “she was never 
treated as Paraguayan” until during a re-

tirement procedure, she was reminded 
“but you are not Argentinean; you are 
naturalized.” Laura’s reference to Para-
guay is precisely through her mother: 
she is the one who “felt she belonged” 
and who always tried to preserve those 
ties. As we can see, there may be a mis-
match between legal and emotional or 
imaginary belongings to a nation, es-
pecially after the changes that have oc-
curred with far-reaching migration pro-
cesses.

The processes of visibilization and na-
tional affirmation at play in these expres-
sions highlight situations that should not 
be overlooked. Like the contributions of 
native peoples and Afro-descendants in 
Argentina, these are productions of col-
lective meanings that are in situations 
of subordination and whose histories, 
memories and artistic expressions have 
been the object of successive attempts 
at deletion. In these cases, the repro-
duction of cultural practices associated 
with the territories of origin can assume 
meanings of recovery of diverse experi-
ences and of collective questioning and 
vindication.

These productions challenge the he-
gemonic versions of history that usually 
leave them out. Keeping “their” culture 
alive, teaching it to future generations, 
and showing it to Argentines are un-
doubtedly political acts that enrich the 
social meanings, aesthetics and creations 
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shared by migrants and non-migrants. 
They can contribute to social transfor-
mation as long as they are associated to 
collective strengthening processes and 
question stereotypes and installed im-
ages, and are associated to the expansion 
of rights, fighting against discrimination 
and for the inclusion of other stories in 
our cultural configuration.

A permanent vindication 
To manage immigration, the Argentine 
State went from a conception based on 
control and persecution founded on a 
law of the 1976 civil-military dictator-
ship, to one of regularization based on 
Law No. 25.871, which declares migration 
as a human right. It was in that political 
climate at the beginning of the century, 
dominated by an integrationist discourse 
appealing to Latin American brother-
hood, that a new generation of descen-
dants of immigrants from neighboring 
countries came of age, awakening a self-
awareness that was accompanied by mi-
gration regulations and policies and by a 
society that began to approach the coun-
tries of the region, to review its own his-
tory and to question its origins. A move-
ment driven largely by migrants and de-
scendants of immigrants of different ori-
gins managed to win some battles in the 
struggle for the declared equality.

However, these advances in terms of 
openness and appreciation of otherness 
and identity pluralism are never crystal-
lized conquests: they must be systemati-
cally reissued and vindicated. The risks 
of a regression towards xenophobia and 
racism are still present, which is why a 
continuous exercise of reflection, denat-
uralization of assumptions and valuation 
of the enormous contributions that mi-
grants make to society as a whole is im-
perative. An open, plural and inclusive 
society, beyond a place of destination, is 
a horizon to which we sometimes arrive 
partially, but which must guide, day by 
day, what we build. g
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An enriched national 
identity
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Migrants are constitutive of the Argentine 
nation-state. Their culture enriches the 
national imaginary. 

Keeping "their" 
culture alive is 
a political act 
that enrich social 
meanings.


