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De-naturalizing the national in research

methodologies: key concepts of

transnational studies in migration

Anna Amelina and Thomas Faist

Abstract
Building on the transnational approach to migration, this introduction
outlines some elements of the programme of an emergent methodological
transnationalism. This effort aims to de-naturalize the concept of the
national within migration studies. First, the analysis identifies methodo-
logical challenges of migration studies, such as contextualization, the
ethnic lens and the essentializing view on ethnicity. Second, it indicates
the relevant conceptual elements which deal with these methodological
challenges, such as the critique of methodological nationalism, cosmo-
politanism and the relational concept of space. Third, it addresses the
relevant methods, such as multi-sited ethnography, the mobile methods
approach, as well as researchers’ positionality and strategies of de-
ethnicization, all of which correspond to the new epistemology of
migration studies. Finally, it highlights the common characteristics of
the contributions to this special issue, which go beyond the normative
view of cross-border migration.

This special issue of Ethnic and Racial Studies addresses the
methodological challenges of empirical studies on cross-border
migration. The set of concepts herein suggests paying more attention
to the forms and mechanisms of unfinished and multi-directional
migration flows. However, it does not define multi-directional
geographic mobility as significant by itself, but as relevant in respect
to the formation of cross-border social entities such as transnational
professional networks, transnational kinship groups, transnational

1


