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INTRODUCTION
Transnational Humans and Transnationalisms in the Humanities



MAX PAUL FRIEDMAN, STEFAN RINKE, AND NÚRIA VILANOVA

ARE WE LIVING IN a transnational world? To judge by the 900 percent increase in the frequency of the word “transnationalism” in publications since 1995, it is an explosively significant phenomenon of our times.1 The proportion of humanity who are international migrants—whose movement and transmission of culture and impact on politics are so decisive to the concept—has increased by 65 percent since 1980. The transnational circulation of capital, media, ideas, popular culture, and even plagues has accelerated at a dizzying pace. This in turn has prompted a ferocious backlash in the form of right-wing nationalist movements competing for power on six continents as well as reterritorializing projects from border walls to Brexit. A particular brand of transnationalism was the neoliberal claim that freeing capital, goods, and members of the elite from geographic constraints would help foster ideal societies everywhere. It reached its apogee shortly before the eruption of the COVID-19 pandemic shut down travel and trade around the world. The renationalizing lockdowns intersected with—and fueled—racial and ethnic supremacist forms of nationalism that challenged structures of transnational governance, from the United Nations and its World Health Organization to the European Union and its Schengen area free of border controls. In the twenty-first century, it has become clear that globalizing elites with their universalist claims and projects of regional integration failed to confront growing inequality and persuade anxious populations that increased migration was an unmitigated good. Transnationalism, it seems, may be in crisis, but it remains a defining feature of our world, if a highly contested one.

In scholarly research, the “transnational turn” has reshaped multiple disciplines in productive ways without generating a consensus on the meaning of the concept. Transnationalism thus can refer to migration, postcoloniality, cosmopolitanism, diasporism, Indigeneity, international relations, cultural production, and more. The dynamics of the transnational in the arts, in literature, and in cinema, for instance, are shaped by the many intertwined political, economic, and social layers of the national. In the late twentieth century, the concept of transnationalism was increasingly applied across disciplines and nation-states,2 gradually evolving into a convenient notion that ran the risk of becoming an “empty vessel.”3 Many scholars have seconded the risk of using a category of analysis that can hinder its very purpose of being an effective tool and framework of cultural analysis, because it has often been used as either a “self-evident qualifier requiring only minimal conceptual clarification,”4 “a hold-all term,”5 or “a rather open term; at the same time […] radically overdetermined.”6 However, there is also consensus that “trans” implies movement, “contests binary choices, and creates new images and new cultural landscapes to encompass novel ideas that are not in opposition to one another but instead evolve and are interconnected.”7 This breaking of predominant binary and dichotomic perspectives opens up productive ways to search for more specific categories of analysis.8

The movement of humans and their artifacts either physically, through travel, migration, and exile, or symbolically, through the circulation of texts, images, ideologies, music, film, dance styles, and the like, has long been a feature of the experience of the Americas. This anthology analyzes contemporary usage of the concept across disciplinary boundaries and fosters exchange among scholars working with transnationalism in order to enrich our understanding of people who live transnationally in the Americas, and to identify common and divergent approaches to the study of the concept that can contribute to the development of scholarly work informed by multidisciplinarity.

Transnationalism’s widespread if diffuse usage seems likely to endure because it offers a useful analytical category distinct from other, similar concepts. It was initially welcomed by historians who found existing alternatives unsatisfying: whereas world history aims for a comprehensive, coherent narrative allegedly if always insufficiently embracing the whole planet, and global history also takes the planet as a unit while often focusing on regions and their connections, historians have used transnationalism to study empires, diasporas, and the movement of people, goods, capital, ideas, and cultural practices across nation-state boundaries, without attempting to include the whole world.9 The term has been embraced by scholars of the subaltern and the postcolonial for its potential to “do to the nation what gender did for sexed bodies: provide the conceptual acid that denaturalizes all their deployments, compelling us to acknowledge that the nation, like sex, is a thing contested, interrupted, and always shot through with contradiction.”10 Indeed, transnationalism suggests a rupture, a challenge to the nation. And yet nations have always been an invention requiring constant work of education, legislation, and narration to maintain.

Transnationalism transcends the very concept of the nation in which the term is grounded. In a preindependence Latin America not yet geographically or politically defined by borders between nation-states, symbolic and tangible artifacts, maps, stories, documents, and images exceeded their local circumscriptions and traveled to influence and be influenced by ongoing trends. Toward the second half of the twentieth century, this growing phenomenon, with its all-encompassing economic, political, social, and cultural consequences, became known as globalization.

Thanks to the transnational turn, we now know that nations neither evolved “naturally” from primordial roots nor did they spring up from a vacuum or in their own container. The relational character of the nation from its very beginnings in the late eighteenth century was covered up by the very elites—often historians—who knew very well that their construction depended on the myth of exclusivity. Since its emergence in the 1990s, the transnational perspective has become a traveling concept that not only moves across—and brings together—different disciplines of the humanities and social sciences in transdisciplinary settings but also transgresses historical periods. Indeed, many transnational phenomena that we now study in the era of modern nations can also be studied in earlier periods of history much like a transnational dimension avant la lettre. Breaking up the seemingly monolithic framework of the nation, the process has not stopped there. Today we also think of locality in terms of translocality, as the migration of people has forced us to do, or of the media as transmedia, as new forms of storytelling have gained in relevance. After the turning point of the multiple crises since 2020, has globalization come to its end? Must we rethink the relevance of the transnational perspective? Certainly, the world’s present convulsions have taught a lesson that, beyond the transnational, the national dimension has continued to exist, sometimes in a defensive crouch, and that movement and connection cannot explain everything. The relevance of place has come back with a vengeance. However, transnational forces continue to thrive as they did at the high tide of nationalism, and it is now more important than ever to take them into account.

The concept of transnationalism has not been without its critics. Some scholars of the Global South have cautioned that transnational scholars must avoid replicating neoliberal narratives of globalization by jettisoning the nation-state, or even worse, reproducing global inequalities: the “fetishization” of transnational study is elitist, they warn, because such research demands substantial resources of time, funds, and language competence. Bearing those critiques in mind, transnational scholars are nonetheless interested not only in highlighting people and phenomena in motion beyond borders, but also in how “traffics traverse—while also at times reinforcing—the geographic boundaries of the nation-state.”11

Other scholars have noted that transnational scholarship can inadvertently reinforce the national units and nationalist narratives that are reference points for boundary crossing. They emphasize instead the transimperial processes at work among Spanish, British, Portuguese, Dutch, French, Russian, and US empires reshaping the world since the nineteenth century.12 Some Latin American scholars were initially skeptical of a term that might overlook hierarchies of power, erase the achievements of Marxist and postcolonial approaches focused on class or race, or flatten local specificities. It seemed to some to pose a counterpoint to the internationalism of the twentieth-century Left, although transnational solidarities appeared also in other channels not necessarily reflected in internacionalismo, including anticolonial and civil and human rights movements as well as peasant and Indigenous movements.13 Some Latin American academics defended the centrality of the nation-state in a region where its sovereignty continues to be violated and were suspicious of a term that came from US-based American studies, in an intellectual version of the globalization paradigm.14 As Reindert Dhondt writes in his contribution to this volume, the concept of transnationalism initially encountered resistance among scholars in Latin America, “who linked it to neocolonialism and homogenization through cultural imperialism,” not least because in Spanish, the word transnacional was deeply associated with transnational corporations and their overweening power in inter-American affairs. (Their role is exemplified by the century-long trajectory of Chiquita Brands International, formerly the United Fruit Company, blamed for a massacre of striking workers in Colombia in 1928 and for contributing to the 1954 overthrow of Guatemala’s President Jacobo Árbenz Guzmán, and found liable by a Florida court in 2024 for supporting paramilitary death squads in Colombia into the twenty-first century.) All this may help explain why transnacionalismo was slower to catch on in the intellectual field in Latin America. As Dhondt writes, “Because of this ideological freight, the term’s connotation was perceived as pejorative in a decade characterized by the neoliberal policies of the Washington Consensus and the continent’s subsequent disillusionment with these economics in the 2000s.” In a process of South-North transmission familiar to recent scholars of Latin American culture and letters, some Latin American scholars reinterpreted and reappropriated the concept of transnationalism to address “a transcultural imaginary that blurs the binary between global and local” in a way that challenges both “postnational utopianism” and “national myths of cultural purity.”15

Contested as it may be, the transnationalism concept seems to be here to stay.

Transnationalism, despite its charged connotation, opens an innovative and democratic way to explore a reality that comprises ongoing challenges. To combat the elusiveness that characterizes the term, scholars have made several attempts to produce categories of analysis that contribute to anchoring such a polysemantic concept. The collective contribution of the essays in this volume is not only to showcase the diversity implicated in the plural usage in the title: “Transnationalisms.” It is to demonstrate that the state of the field has moved beyond a debate over whether transnationalism is a defining feature of our times, whether it is a conceptual stalking horse for the vested interests of corporate globalization, or whether it is a failed effort to overcome rhetorically the daunting real-world power of the nation-state. Instead, the latest work, well represented in this volume, shows how constructive conceptual creativity can be in helping us better understand the frameworks within which transnational humans make their own history. The concern that transnationalism serves only to further marginalize states and peoples of the Global South who already struggle to defend and implement their agency and sovereignty finds a qualified answer in the varieties of transnationalism such as Ernesto Castañeda’s typology in this volume, dividing interpretations of the migrant experience into relational, reactive, elite, border, exile, and colonial transnationalisms, each with its own implications for the potential for integration and for the dignity and autonomy of the humans involved. The gloomy paradox that transnationalism may reify the nation-state by emphasizing its centrality even as a model under challenge can be weighed against Sydney Hutchinson’s insights into the building of imagined communities through what she terms “ghost transnationalisms” detectable in music and dance. This describes transborder practices that are deliberately covered up ex post facto in the service of nationalist mythmaking, but that continue to draw present-day people and cultures together. Indeed, Sandhya Shukla’s study of transethnic solidarity in Harlem suggests a kind of transnational cosmopolitanism that offers an appealing identity potential for progressive politics in the Americas.

The triumphalist strain of transnationalism’s postnational utopianism is set against Max Paul Friedman’s cautionary tale of one migrant diaspora—Germans in Latin America—who in the 1930s and early 1940s delicately navigated the efforts of the Nazi state to impose a virulent transnational solidarity upon them, only to see their communities destroyed by the backlash from defensive nationalist states. The fear that transnationalism will erase and smooth over local specificity and complexity meets the vivid demonstration of both in Carles Feixa’s remarkable participant-observer depiction of the multilayered, Atlantic-spanning worlds of youth gangs, in which transnationalism from below (illicit solidarity expressed through a unique and symbolic language) confronts and adapts to transnationalism from above (neoliberal carceralism), producing a synthesis of multilateral transnationalism (through corruption, truce, or integration into licit social movements). Each essay in this volume shows that, rather than defend the term from its critics, we should recognize the ways in which varieties of transnationalism, like transnational humans themselves, can range from progressive, liberatory, and generative to ambivalent or destructive—or can even promise new forms of solidarity.

The chapters in this book, then, demonstrate how transnational forces have shaped ideas about racial difference, national belonging, immigrant exclusion and migrant agency, state power and layered sovereignties, cultural expression and appropriation, and the impact of gender, sexuality, and race on international advocacy movements. Several chapters investigate how cutting-edge digital technologies have complicated the whole notion of spatialization and given transnationalism new dimensions. All offer challenges to widely accepted tropes about the national and the transnational. Rather than attempting to impose a singular definition upon a diverse scholarly community, this collection provides the reader with tools to understand and then apply the meanings of the transnational condition in a variety of linked fields. While the humanities are at the center of the volume, we invited contributions from political scientists, anthropologists, and sociologists as well, because their often rigorously structural study of transnational communities and individuals in transnational spaces in the Americas has yielded important conceptual reference points for many aspects of the human experience that concern humanities scholars. These include migration and the development of transnational advocacy networks such as human rights organizations, ethnic affinity groups, feminist movements, and queer activism. They help us understand how transnational and international processes and actors have shaped local politics and experiences, and unpack the interweaving of the global, the local, and the glocal.

This anthology of fourteen chapters on transnationalisms from scholars across the humanities and allied fields presents concise overviews of the concept’s meaning in each author’s home discipline followed by their own illuminating case studies based on original research. In chapter 1, “Overcoming the National: Typologies and Assumptions in Studies of the Transnational,” Ernesto Castañeda provides a typology of different understandings of transnationalism in migration studies, history, and social movements research. He cautions against overstating the reach, novelty, and implications of these transnationalisms and calls instead to continue to denaturalize the category of the “national.” Chapter 2, “Political Exile and the Transnational Turn,” traces the history of institutionalized exclusion in Latin America, where exile became part of the ground rules of political practice, targeting those who defied state power. Exiles played a key role in shaping the mental boundaries of nation-states, author Luis Roniger argues, while at the same time their presence challenged state claims of hegemonic control. While rulers still controlled citizens’ lives and institutions and produced massive waves of territorial dislocation, exile also broadened the boundaries of identity and political debate beyond state horizons while helping to establish diasporic networks and legal regimes.

In chapter 3, “The Transnational Turn in Hispanic Literary Studies,” Reindert Dhondt observes that although the field of Hispanic culture and literature may be understood as inherently transnational, the concept of transnationalism initially met some resistance among literary scholars in Latin America. Nonetheless, the concept was reappropriated by Latin American scholars studying texts that circulate across multiple geographies and authors and characters who travel; they especially sought to analyze the role of agency within a transcultural imaginary that blurs the binary between global and local. This transnationalism from below stresses a critical resistance to the homogenizing effects of globalization and challenges national myths of cultural purity. More recently, the transnational turn has spurred engagements with the transimperial and transcultural dimensions of Hispanophone cultures, contrasted with a number of conceptual trends including transatlantic studies, hemispheric studies, Iberian studies, and the global Hispanophone. Dhondt examines how these scholarly trends play out in the burgeoning genre of narcofiction.

Andrew Canessa, in chapter 4, explores how the condition of Indigeneity presents a paradox when considered through a transnational lens. On the one hand, Indigenous identities are rooted in space and time and cultural difference; they are often explicitly contrasted with transnational or globalized identities as local and “authentic.” However, Indigenous identities are deeply transnational in the sense that they not only traverse national boundaries but also only make sense when considered transnationally. The chapter focuses on the Indigenous experience in the Americas, with special emphasis on Bolivia, to suggest that the transnationalism of Indigeneity is not merely a contemporary phenomenon but one that has had its roots in European expansion and modern state-building since the seventeenth century and fulfills the novel category of the glocal: rooted in local culture and specificity, they are part of a global network of people and ideas shaping Indigeneity.

In chapter 5, Thiago da Costa Lopes and Marcos Chor Maio examine the mutually constituting transnational intellectual currents circulating between Brazil and the United States that helped institutionalize social scientific thinking about race and development in both countries. They focus on the work of US sociologists Donald Pierson and T. Lynn Smith, who made distinct contributions to the institutionalization of sociology in Brazil in the mid-twentieth century. Subtle shifts in Pierson’s and Smith’s positions on race and economic development show how their own faith in US epistemic superiority veiled the substantial influence of Brazilian thinkers on their own work, problematizing the diffusionist model of North-South transfer.

Sandhya Shukla takes up the polyvalent life and work of the Italian American New York City congressman Vito Marcantonio (1902–1954), one of the most left-wing members of Congress of the twentieth century. Chapter 6, “Translations of the Transnational Americas: Vito Marcantonio Through Harlem and Puerto Rico,” argues that his activism among the many diasporas in Italian Harlem and his polyglotism (Italian, Spanish, Yiddish, and English) represented a form of transnational cosmopolitanism. Shukla places special emphasis on language and its power effects in exploring how Marcantonio’s border-crossing travels and transgressions, including championing Puerto Rican independence, promoted an expansive view of American identity akin to an “Americas” sensibility that brought the Caribbean into a conceptual geographical continuum with New York and Washington.

In chapter 7, “The Transnational Sphere and Sexual Labor,” Amalia Cabezas examines two case studies that reveal how sex worker identity is articulated in processes of transnationalism. The first shows how sexual economic exchanges and the category of “prostitute” were racialized in the Panama Canal Zone in an early case of what would later be termed “sex tourism.” “From the military language used, such as being on tour—to refer to time spent in a hostile environment—to the transient nature of the voyage, to the expectation of sexual adventure in meeting hypersexual natives, tourism and militarism are linked,” writes Cabezas. The second case delves into the largest transnational sex worker network in the region, known as RedTraSex, headquartered in Argentina with locals in fourteen countries, generating a new social identity for sex workers as human rights activists. Both cases highlight how sex work has been constituted by the transnational sphere that has transformed the occupational identity of sex workers and enabled significant achievements in the political realm.

Chapter 8, “Transnational Genealogies of Performance Against Gender Violence in Chile and Argentina,” takes up cases from theater and performative protest movements such as the scripted flash-mob dance A Rapist in Your Path in Chile in November 2019 and the siluetazos (a mass public depiction of human silhouettes as in a crime scene to represent the outline of a person who was disappeared or murdered) of the feminist movement NiUnaMenos in Argentina in March 2015. Brenda Werth argues that these movements linked gender violence to state violence orchestrated as part of the transnational network of terror Operation Condor (South American dictatorships’ repression campaign backed by the United States, 1975–1983). Werth resituates foundational theatrical works of the transition to democracy such as Ariel Dorfman’s Death and the Maiden (La muerte y la doncella, 1990) and Eduardo Pavlovsky’s Pas de deux (Paso de dos, 1990) in a transnational framework, discussing the ways in which these works help explain the recent explosion of activist performances in the Southern Cone and how they draw on symbols, slogans, and practices from the dictatorship period. These links between past and present shed light on the role of the state and transnational networks in reinforcing and dismantling structural gender violence.

Elisabeth Jay Friedman in chapter 9 applies the concept of “counterpublics” to Latin American feminist movements that originated more than a century ago but irrupted massively across the region with the spread of digital technology. Bringing a transnational perspective to gender-focused and often women-led movements from Chile to Mexico helps reveal the distinct ways feminist counterpublics—the internal arenas of movements where they develop identities, build communities, and formulate strategies to affect larger publics—have encountered and interpreted the Internet. The chapter reveals the organizational and conceptual taproots of the contemporary cycle of anti–gender violence mass mobilization, including the historical twining of alternative media and counterpublic growth across the region and beyond.

In chapter 10, “Multilateral Transnationalism: Gang Stories from the Latino Atlantic,” Carles Feixa does a deep dive into a street youth organization present on both sides of the Atlantic: the Latin Kings and Queens. Starting from the life stories of three gang leaders in the United States, Ecuador, and Spain, the chapter analyzes transnationalism at three levels. First, there are multiple transnationalisms “from above”: visual imagery rooted in cinema, television series, and YouTube videos; “zero tolerance” policies toward street youth groups under the neoliberal penal state; and institutional racism that turns young migrants into precarious workers and scapegoats for “moral panic” campaigns. Second are transnationalisms “from below”: the circulation of symbols, identities, and myths among the youth of a quasi-clandestine organization and a feeling of solidarity and mutual aid practices among the victims of globalization across vast expanses of space. The third level Feixa dubs “multilateral transnationalism”: the circulation of intercultural experiences within and outside the group, which demonstrate the agency of its members in their capacity to lead a transnational life without dying in the attempt.

Continuing the theme of illicit transnationalisms, Max Paul Friedman observes in chapter 11 that transnationalism is often invoked, and sometimes cheered, by scholars to refer to the resistance by subaltern groups to the overwhelming power of the nation-state. But the fate of the German communities of Latin America during World War II illustrates the clash between transnational collective identities and national security imperatives that can arise during times of crisis, as German migrants in Latin America were placed under surveillance, blacklisted, arrested, deported, and interned by the thousands in camps in the United States—yet another case of the hazardous encounter between transnational people and states that prefer to treat them in neat national categories. German cultural transnationalism was exploited by the Nazis to try (with only limited success) to expand their influence abroad, calling into question whether the sustained links of expatriate communities to their homelands automatically equate to a form of resistance that scholars should celebrate. To cast transnationalism as the destroyer of nation-states, Friedman argues, is not likely to attenuate states’ tendency to target migrants as a menace.

In Chapter 12, Sydney Hutchinson explores transnationalisms created and practiced by those without migration backgrounds who nevertheless engage, through music and dance, in practices that most freely travel across borders. Hutchinson’s term “ghost transnationalisms” describes transborder practices that are deliberately covered up ex post facto in the service of nationalist mythmaking, but that continue to haunt present-day people and culture in unexpected musical eruptions. Her chapter focuses on two cases, one from Dominican music history and one from US American country music, each revealing a forgotten era of past cooperation and cohabitation across borders, those of Haiti and the Dominican Republic and of the United States and Mexico, respectively. The ghost transnationalisms Hutchinson uncovers in merengue and country music are simultaneously carried in the body, intersecting with racial and gender identities while serving as archives of vanished transborder politics and relations.

Jeffrey Romero Middents and Núria Vilanova make a more deliberate and self-conscious effort to transform the understanding of Indigeneity during the transnational turn in Latin American cinema and video in chapter 13. The authors depict a challenge to traditional cinematic representations of Indigeneity, long adapted to an aesthetic common in international film festivals that are eager to highlight the “localness” and “authenticity” of Indigenous peoples in the collective imaginary. The emergence of digital media technologies in the 1990s that democratized filmmaking allowed Indigenous filmmakers to progressively expand their horizons and, in fluid transnational collaboration throughout the Americas, foster the production of films and audiovisuals in which self-representations of Indigeneity are linked to activism and advocacy for social justice. Indigeneity in Latin American film increasingly represents a decolonial challenge to the nation-state.

Where Middents and Vilanova note a democratization of filmmaking through the advent of digital media, Eduardo Ledesma sheds light on its current apex, “pocket cinema,” produced by filming from cell phones. In chapter 14, Ledesma acknowledges the wide accessibility of the emerging “silicone screen” format but questions the technological utopianism that can overlook the darker side of ubiquitous filming, including the threat of widespread surveillance, cyberstalking, and a simplification of social issues through a superficial engagement with images. Cell phone cinema constitutes an emergent transnational film format and a body of global movies that Ledesma sees as a counter-cinema to the commercial film industry: by literally placing filmmaking in the hands of ordinary people, this form serves as both affirmation of and resistance to transnational genre expectations.

Taken together, these essays demonstrate that “transnationalism” is far more than a word to describe movement across borders. The analytical categories these authors deploy and critique help to uncover power effects coursing through systems as diverse as diasporic communities, legal regimes, academic disciplines, computer networks, social movements, and popular culture. The transnationalisms they describe are constitutive of new realities, altering the sphere of sovereignty and individual and communal agency, enabling new identities and forms and genres of literary, artistic, and cinematographic expression, and spurring nation-states and supranational organizations to react with new norms and legislation or with ill-fated strategies of containment. Collectively, the volume presents a vivid picture of the state of scholarship on transnationalisms today.
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CHAPTER 1
Overcoming the National



Typologies and Assumptions in Studies of the Transnational

ERNESTO CASTAÑEDA

THIS CHAPTER DISCUSSES THE origins of “transnationalism” as a term and phenomenon of study. It focuses on discussions, theories, empirical cases, and controversies around using a transnational focus within migration studies. It provides a typology of different understandings of transnationalism in migration studies and their theoretical and political implications. It then briefly discusses the use of the term in other areas, particularly history and social movements research. It concludes by warning against overstating the reach, novelty, and implications of transnationalism per se and calls instead to continue to denaturalize the category of the “national.”


What Is Transnationalism?

The term “transnationalism” is used differently in various contexts and thus requires further specification. Early uses of the term referred to corporations such as HSBC, Citibank, and Sony, with branches in many countries and headquarters in global cities such as New York, London, or Tokyo.1 Since the 1980s, scholars have used the term “transnationalism” to refer to a series of presences, identities, and movements that do not map easily within contemporary nation-states’ geographical borders. Therefore, in its broadest sense, transnationalism is the movement of capital, people, and ideas back and forth across political borders. Not coincidentally, this characterization is similar to what people call “globalization.”2 Original proponents also linked an increase in transnational practices with a decrease in national policies’ effect on economic outcomes. The rise of academic work on transnationalism took place during the same time as a rise of neoliberal policies, a decrease in economic development models such as import substitution industrialization in Latin America, and an increase in the conditioning of loans from the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund on structural adjustment programs that included reducing national deficits and funding for social programs while opening national markets to imports from the developed world.

In the 1970s, international relations scholars used the term “transnational” to describe international movements across state borders by nongovernmental actors.3 Colloquially, the term was used in the 1980s to describe corporations with offices in multiple countries. Furthermore, starting in the 1980s, a business school professor defined globalization as transnational corporations selling the same products in multiple countries.4 Later, many authors wrongly drew a causal connection whereby globalization increased migration and vice versa in a self-reinforcing loop.5 Perhaps too quickly and eagerly, some scholars framed migration as globalization or transnationalism from below,6 contrasting it with top-down policies opening borders to capital, goods, firms, and factories. Nevertheless, there was a theoretically and politically unwarranted conflation between migrant transnationalism and globalization. As historians have documented, this is misleading because we have had previous waves of globalization, and long-distance migrations preceded the most recent wave of globalization.7 Furthermore, we should not equate “transnational” with “global” a priori. Most transnational processes are regional, within border areas, or from certain places into other particular places (e.g., migration between former colonies and the metropole).8

Nonetheless, there is still a theoretically and empirically sound manner of studying historical and contemporary migrant transnational practices. The so-called transnational turn made meaningful and lasting contributions. Migration scholars use the term “transnationalism” to describe migration from a perspective that takes into account the twin processes of emigration (leaving) and immigration (arriving),9 and the social ties kept between emigrants and their communities of origin.10 Therefore, I use the term migration in acknowledgment of emigration and transnational links as parts of the larger processes that are missed when we talk only about arrival or immigration. Nina Glick-Schiller and colleagues propose the term transmigrant for this “new type” of migrant,11 but this term is misleading, since (1) to a degree, all migrants are transnational, (2) historically speaking, this is not a new phenomenon, (3) through time and immigrant generations, transnational behavior may decrease, (4) one can use a transnational frame without using the term “transmigrant,” and (5) it did not catch on and is not widely used. This does not detract from Glick-Schiller and colleagues’ theoretical contributions.

The consideration of the community of origin allows for the inclusion of internal migration, in which case the sending and receiving communities are part of the same national territory while at the same time having enough cultural, ethnic, or economic differences to be studied under this methodological framework. Mexican anthropologist Federico Besserer uses the term “translocalism” instead, which involves logic similar to a transnational framing even if no national borders are crossed.12 An example would be women from Mayan communities in southern Mexico moving to Cancún to work, who send money to their nuclear families in their towns of origin.13 This is a better theoretical term than “transnational,” but it has not been taken up partly because of the division of labor between those who study international and internal migration.14



Transnationalism Within Migration Studies

Traditional migration theories emphasize long-term settlement and assume—or even prescribe—the end of all social, political, and economic ties with the community of origin. However, except for certain exiles and refugees, historically, migration has not entailed the complete severance of ties with the sending society.15 Transnational studies show the strong connections that migrants have with their native country. Transnationalism gained scholarly attention in the 1990s, and it was proposed and described mainly by anthropologists, sociologists, and geographers.16 Given the relative novelty of transnationalism as a theoretical perspective and its particular emphasis on multisited field research as a method,17 there is still a lively debate about its theoretical implications and procedural definition. There has also been debate on whether transnationalism is a novel phenomenon or whether it existed before it was recognized and labeled as transnationalism.18 The data show that long-distance connections and back-and-forth moves are not new, which makes keeping these ties in mind even more important as they will likely continue.

“Remittances” refers to money, gifts, and other resources that migrants send back to their place of origin—most commonly to their nuclear family or their parents and grandparents.19 Many academic and policy papers have theorized about the economic and political implications of remittances, and some even present them as evidence of transnationalism. Some groundbreaking work expanding the field of transnational migration studies introduces the concept of social remittances to discuss cultural changes at the country of origin due to contact with people living abroad and adopting new cultural practices who stay in touch, visit, and return;20 documents the role of religious institutions in transnationalism;21 and studies the involvement of the sending state in fostering ties with the diaspora.22 Over the past several decades, the academic subfield of migrant transnationalism has grown considerably, with a great deal of energy put in by many researchers to “prove” or even celebrate the existence of transnationalism by adding new case studies.

From being a novelty, transnationalism became quite central to migration studies in the 2000s. The term became fashionable, and many took for granted its relevance and eagerly provided new cases without questioning the theories and assumptions around it. Hyperbolically, perhaps, some talked about a “transnational turn.” Despite its growing popularity, a consensus has not been reached on the extent to which immigrants who left their home countries at a very young age but grew up in their new country (the 1.5 generation), and second, third, and subsequent immigrant generations, engage in transnational activities.23 This is because the level of transnationalism is impacted by the context of reception, the possibility of migrants’ return to their country of birth, and levels of integration and racialization.24

As Algerian sociologist Abdelmalek Sayad explains, it is essential to see migrants both as emigrants (leaving a place) and immigrants (arriving in a new place) in order to understand their particular social and psychological conditions.25 The traumas of migration and the nostalgia, sense of loss, and idealization of the land left behind by emigrants are also concerns in the psychoanalytical community.26 An emphasis on transhumance (seasonal migration or, more generally, any circular migration) and an examination of migrants from the perspectives of both the sending and the receiving states have long been an interest of scholars of migration and international relations in Mexican academia.27 The rise of transnational studies in the Anglo-American academic field also highlighted the importance of sending and receiving communities and the relation between the two in shaping the immigrant’s social worlds.28 The importance of studying both sending and receiving societies was also a significant part of Chicago School methodologies, as observed in the classic The Polish Peasant in Europe and America (1918–1920) by William Isaac Thomas and Florian Znaniecki.29 Oscar Handlin’s classic book The Uprooted (1951) focuses on displaced peasants moving into cities, losing their local culture and social ties. However, John Bodnar’s The Transplanted (1985), while not fully transnational, shows that immigrants, through chain migration and the founding of ethnic halls and community institutions, try to re-create aspects of their culture to help them feel at home.30



Types of Transnationalism and Assumed Implications

Traditionally, migration studies has focused on the processes of immigrant integration into their host society.31 Many studies show immigrant assimilation through time, while some alarmists frame immigration and ethnic enclaves as foreign communities or even “colonies” inside receiving countries.32 The true colonial analogy mainly applies to the historical repopulation of the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand by Europeans and later others.

Analytically, we could place immigrants along a continuum depending on the level of contact with their place of birth. The location on the scale is not meant to be normative. The length of the immigrant experience and the length of settlement (multigenerational) affect assimilation, integration, and mainstreaming, meaning becoming part of the majority society, being indistinguishable in terms of outcomes, and being protected from racialization’s negative effects.33

Transnational practices are not incompatible with an upward path to integration and social mobility or exclusion.34 I contrast integration (belonging despite cultural, religious, or racial differences) with assimilation (complete acculturation into the host society and loss of the culture of origin) and ghettoization (segregated access to political power and separate cultures and practices). Ghettoization happens through the segregation of members of an ethnic or racial group and their stigmatization. Nonetheless, the growth of ghettos (either Jewish or Black) or colonias, barrios, Chinatowns, or ethnic enclaves can be perceived by some in the majority as an encroachment on national sovereignty and the formation of small foreign colonies within cities. But colonization is a different process. Colonization entails moving en masse in order to change and reshape society in the image of a new majority or elite in power or of a population backed up by an army using or threatening violence, largely for territorial and economic gain, which historically is predominantly associated with European settler colonialism. Historical cases in which this has become a reality include the arrival of Protestants to Texas when it was part of Mexico. Mexico allowed immigrants to settle as long as they promised to assimilate and not to secede. The numbers grew large, and they were led by people such as Sam Houston and Stephen Austin to declare independence from Mexico, which the United States recognized, leading to the Mexican-American War (1846–1848). The annexation of Texas led to the reinstatement of slavery in that large territory. And beyond Texas, the taking of half of Mexico’s territory by the United States led to the overwhelmingly Native American and Spanish-descent populations in the West being dwarfed by Protestants, who took much of the land and enforced a second-class citizenship status for non-Anglos.35 In another example, the French engaged in a failed attempt to make Algeria a permanent part of France by increasing the number of European people settling there.36 Present-day migration to Europe and the United States does not have the goal of taking land for another country or declaring an independent one.

Circular migration through temporary work during a series of short-term stays can lead to transnationalism once people spend more time in the receiving place, often forming family relationships with locals and staying beyond seasonal work. Some research shows that the more integrated immigrants are, the more sporadic and intentional their transnationalism will be, while some migrants turn to transnationalism as a palliative for the racism and exclusion on the receiving side that often persists regardless of citizenship.37

Transnational behavior itself can vary depending on the conditions of exit, the context of reception, and the social position of a particular person or group. Most influential in the literature of the 2000s is a transnationalism that celebrates globalization and the declining significance of borders and the nation-state,38 and that sees migration as evidence of this. In this framework, remittances are assumed to be an example of globalization and border effacement, and a way to produce economic development and reduce global inequality. In reality, the nexus between remittances and development is much more complicated.39

[image: A diagram categorizing types of colonialism and decolonization in a flow chart leading to three possible outcomes. The first item in the flow chart reads Place targeted for settler colonialism with an arrow to the second item. The second item in the flow chart reads New arrivals take control through force. Then three arrows indicate three possible outcomes: Colony or territory of empire or state, Independence led by colonists’ descendants, or Independence led by indigenous groups.]
Figure 1.1. Types of colonialism and decolonialization.


[image: A flow chart with two steps followed by two paths leading to distinct outcomes. The first step in the flow chart reads Temporary Migration, leading to the second step, Transnationalism: Some go back, some stay. Then the flow chart can lead to one of two options. The first one, reading Integration: Cultural differences but same rights, is a final status. The second option, reading Preponderant exclusion, leads to a final box reading Segregation through disinvestment and stigmatization.]
Figure 1.2. Immigrant integration pathways.


At the turn of the twenty-first century, some authors believed that people were experiencing a fast convergence of universal values and equal human worth. In this celebratory view, transnationalism empowers individuals across borders, opening new and limitless economic and political opportunities. Nonetheless, this cosmopolitan life is most often real for some elites, academics, and frequent flyers,40 but not for working-class natives, immigrants, or those who are undocumented. Like those wrongly proposing the end of history after the fall of the Soviet Union, early proponents of globalization and transnationalism as a teleological destination ignored the deglobalization (the increase in the ratio of local transactions over global ones) brought about by pandemics, economic crises, economic sanctions, and war. Theorists also failed to account for the backlash from white blue-collar workers through Brexit and Donald Trump’s presidential campaigns. These populist promises of Tories and Republicans did not solve any of the structural issues increasing inequality. They did not cause the end of transnational flows, nor did they stop everyone from engaging in some transnational practices or abandoning a cosmopolitan outlook. Not even tariffs can do this.

The theoretical framing of transnationalism as neoliberal globalization was a companion to an elite political project.41 I call it “elite transnationalism” because it is mostly theoretical beyond the lives of a few. The framing of what I call “colonial transnationalism” is a political maneuver in which conservative restrictionists use the literature on transnationalism as evidence of a foreign invasion posing an existential threat to US and European populations and a great demographic replacement in which the white race becomes a minority.42 These arguments are not only racist but also vastly overstate demographic change, the stability of ethnoracial labels, and the durability of transnationalism. Furthermore, it is important to recall that foreign-born labor plays a key role in creating wealth for established citizens; cheap labor from abroad has supplanted serfdom and the forced capture, transportation, and sale of slaves.

A more prevalent account of actually existing migrant transnationalism is what I call “relational transnationalism.” In this process, migrants act on and react to the receiving society while simultaneously looking home. This constant comparison poses unique opportunities and problems in everyday life. For instance, parents who migrated with the explicit goal of sending remittances home will engage with relational transnationalism because the focus of what they are doing is rooted in the country of origin—sending money to their children or other relatives. This focus on earning as much money as possible through low-paid jobs means long hours and weekend work, making it harder for them to engage much beyond work in the communities where they live; they do not have the time to worry about new social mores, dispositions, or ideas.

Economically or socially, migrants may be in a disadvantaged position in their new communities, making achieving salience at the place of origin even more appealing. Politically, transnationalism allows interested actors to be active in two political communities without any deleterious effects on either. Nonetheless, the type and extent of participation in the economy, the social landscape, and politics will depend on the immigrants’ socioeconomic status and each community’s characteristics. By shaping the context of reception, the receiving society and the state play a central role in regulating these people’s social, economic, and political activity.

Remittances show migrants’ strong social attachments to family members in their towns of origin. Remittances also constitute an “emotional investment” that goes beyond economic calculations. Their cost is often family separation that can last many years. Again, this cost partly depends on the remitter’s economic success, legal status, and social networks, and the public policy sphere of the locality in which the immigrant lives. Things are better emotionally if family members have visas that allow them to visit each other periodically or if they can move as a family.43

One should not overlook that migrants also invest significant economic resources in the host society. In addition to working, immigrants pay income taxes, social security, rent, mortgages, and property taxes. They go to restaurants and shop in the areas where they live and work. They often start businesses that become community fixtures. Relational transnationalism is but one type of migrant transnationalism.

Table 1.1 shows the different understandings or types of transnationalism. While this typology is not meant to be strict or exhaustive, it is essential to discuss the many perspectives and manifestations of transnationalism. For the immigrants themselves, there are also multiple kinds of transnational experiences associated with their economic and legal capability to engage physically or intellectually with both their host and sending communities.

Colonial transnationalism reflects the exaggerated view of many residents—particularly in a city or country where many immigrants or refugees are perceived to be arriving for the first time or from new places—that immigrants represent an economic and cultural threat. It reflects a fear that immigrants will take over land, resources, and even government and change the place’s culture. Beyond settler colonialism practiced historically by China as well as Great Britain and other European colonial powers, this is rarely the case in the West today. Colonial transnationalism frames remittances as resource extraction from the local economy. This framing pushes migrants to assimilate quickly or leave, as it presents them as a cultural threat and invasion.


TABLE 1.1. Types of Transnationalism.




	
	Relational Transnationalism

	Reactive Transnationalism

	Elite Transnationalism

	Border Transnationalism

	Exile Transnationalism

	Colonial Transnationalism




	Definition

	This is characterized by deep connections between immigrants, whether sanctioned or undocumented, and their place of origin. Internal and international migrants with visas will be able to visit home communities in some countries and historical periods, for instance those working in the US before the 2000s.

	This is a type of restorative transnationalism. The children of immigrants look to the “country of origin” for affirmation and identity reasons.

	We could also call this “cosmopolitan” or “resource-based” transnationalism.1 It is the type of transnationalism engaged in by privileged individuals with access to papers and money who can choose to travel back and forth at will for profit and pleasure.

	This occurs due to living in a border region where crossing often between countries is part of a survival strategy for the relatively privileged and for those for whom brokering between borders is the difficult but only way to make ends meet.2

	This type of transnationalism is engaged by exiles, asylum seekers, and political refugees who cannot physically return to their home countries as long as the same regime is in power there. Nonetheless, they can be active in political opposition against the regime and keep in touch with family and friends.

	In this alarmist framework, migrant enclaves show that immigrants are not adapting to their new society and thus pose a cultural threat to the host community.3




	Arguments

	Migrants act on and react to the receiving society while also looking home. This poses opportunities and problems. States and borders are not irrelevant. The state plays a central role in regulating migrants’ social, economic, and political activity.4

	This occurs when immigrants and their offspring are not happy with their standing in the host society. Transnationalism appears as nostalgia for a better past and the idealization of a better future outside of poverty and racialization within the host society.

	Individuals in this category have the papers and resources to cross back and forth across political borders.

	This occurs among individuals who constantly cross international borders for economic, social, and cultural reasons. It is real and unique but cannot be fully generalized to all the residents of a border area.

	Political refugees and asylum seekers may form “governments in exile” to fight at a distance for political change in their country of birth. They may sometimes be labeled as terrorist groups (e.g., Sri Lankan immigrants in Paris who support the Tamil Tigers).

	This gives credence to arguments about a “Reconquista” of the Southwest by Mexicans,5 or the incompatible character of Muslims in Europe.




	Assumptions

	Migrants may be in a disadvantaged position in their host communities, making achieving salience in the sending side even more appealing.6 However, a full return has to be postponed.7

	In countries that have exclusivist cultures, minorities may have to look elsewhere for environments that are more tolerant of different religious and cultural practices.

	This type of transnationalism was often implied in earlier discussions of the topic in terms of the weakening of the nation-state,8 postnational membership,9 and citizenship à la carte.10

	People can go back and forth freely in a border city.

	People cannot go back for fear of their lives.

	Transnationalism distracts people from getting involved in local community service and politics. Transnational individuals show double loyalties and are thus a problem and/or opportunity for international politics.




	The Implied Effects

	Transnationalism allows interested actors to be active in two political communities without any deleterious effects to either.11 Nonetheless, the type of participation will depend on each community’s characteristics and the socioeconomic status of the immigrant in question.

	Transnationalism is practiced to secure the dignity, identity, and cultural purity lost by the family’s migration and downward assimilation. Transnationalism often remains aspirational, since return is not practical and many cultural differences remain.

	Transnationalism erases borders and allows for new business and cultural connections but is limited to a small group.

	It is embodied in bilingualism and biculturalism and is a form of everyday transnationalism (e.g., people living in Ciudad Juárez but working or studying in El Paso, Texas, who do not remit per se but carry cash with them and spend it in either country indistinctly).

	Transnationalism is a way to stay involved in politics from a distance.

	Remittances represent an extraction of resources from the host society.




	Implications Regarding Remittances and the Development of the Sending Community

	Remittances show strong social attachments to family members in the town of origin.12 Remittances also constitute an “emotional investment” that goes beyond economic calculations. One should not overlook that important economic resources are also invested in the host society.

	Remittances are not part of the return aspirations of second- and third-generation immigrants, since they have little money to remit and few family members to remit to. Transnationalism expresses itself more through nostalgic tourism, music, and cultural consumption.

	Educated cadres, professionals, and business owners can make productive investments in the host and sending countries and help through charitable donations, yet the number of people in this position is relatively small.13

	This form of brokerage is a back-and-forth movement as a strategy to overcome poverty and marginalization. It is contingent on citizenship, residency, or visas.

	The goal is often to start a new life in exile or return to a country under a different political regime.

	Remittances show that immigrants are only interested in the well-being of their place of origin.
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Exile transnationalism is the experience of exiles and asylum seekers—they engage transnationally but cannot visit their country of origin much less return permanently for fear of their lives. They may keep in touch with family or friends back home, but return is almost impossible. Border transnationalism is almost the opposite—the practice of people who live near a border and often cross for access to economic, social, or housing opportunities. Transnationalism is part of their everyday life through their physical engagement with the border, whereas the border in the mind of an exile is more of an idea; it is not physically in front of them.

In contrast, elite transnationalism refers to economic, artistic, or intellectual elites who migrate and, due to their secure legal status and abundance of economic resources, go back and forth as they please, even if their home country is not close by. This is increasingly the case for middle-class digital nomads from the Global North working in the Global South. Some of these diaspora members boast of their transnational activities by being active in hometown associations, sometimes running for office or sponsoring charities and cultural events through resources from their often transnational businesses; they are sometimes the heroes of some transnational ethnographies. However, they are far from representative of the larger immigrant community.

In contrast, relational transnationalism describes the experience of most economic migrants. Reactive transnationalism is experienced by the children of immigrants and 1.5 generation immigrants—embedded in their country of residence but looking to the other country to understand where they “come from,” for identity and affirmation.

As previously noted, increasingly since the 1990s, scholars have used the term “transnationalism” to refer to a series of presences, identities, and movements that do not map easily within the geographical borders of contemporary nation-states. However, to paraphrase Bruno Latour, we have never been national. Therefore, examples of transnationalism can be uncovered throughout history and around the world, whether in Europe, Latin America, or the Middle East.44 As figure 1.3 shows, the publication of papers on transnationalism has grown steadily since the 2000s. The Web of Science citation index shows that the most-cited papers about transnationalism concern migration. Nonetheless, transnational behavior is not limited to migration, as scholars have applied it to social movements, identity formation, and cultural diffusion, and to understanding historical events in a way that is not encumbered by national borders. Thus, the increasing call to move from the study and teaching of national histories toward a study of global history.45



Nonmigrant Transnational Studies

After transnationalism began to have influence in migration studies, and after the fruitful interrogation of methodological nationalism (which starts with the wrong assumption that political borders contain mutually exclusive units of analysis),46 other academic fields, including sociology, anthropology, political science, and the humanities, have begun looking at practices, connections, and solidarities transcending national borders. Many chapters in this book take this approach. In doing so, they do not marginalize culture and practices; instead, they correct previous studies that artificially limited the scope of study of relations, contentious performances, and social movements to the political limits of a nation-state. Flows of money, goods, people, and ideas across political demarcations are not new; nation-states are a more recent phenomenon.47 Despite homogenizing national institutions and ideologies, most nation-states are ethnically diverse or plurinational. This is not pose a “problem” to solve. The ideal is not additional independentist movements to get to the lowest level of ethnic-cultural distinction, but further democratization to include all categorical groups and trust networks in local governing structures so that opportunities and results vary

[image: A line graph in which the x-axis represents publication years, spanning from the late 1970s through 2023, and the y-axis shows the annual number of scholarly publications containing the term transnationalism. The graph shows a gradual rise in the 1990s, followed by a sharp increase beginning in the early 2000s, with notable growth in the 2010s and continuing upward through 2023. The trajectory reflects the growing prominence of transnationalism as a scholarly concept across disciplines.]






Conclusion: Migration and Transnational Social Fields
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