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Abstract

Transnationality and transnationalism

This essay approaches transnationalism with an 
analysis perspective that gathers and questions 
theoretical approaches, such as structuralist 
and functionalist positivism materialized in 
the assimilationalist and aculturalist models of 
migration. Transnationalism appeared as a term 
in the field of political economy of the XIX 
century to describe the private corporations 
that had large financial operations as well as 
an organizational and administrative presence 
in several countries; today it is identified with 
the practices of migrants, networks of social 
relation and filial communities which are beyond 
the national borders. Here it is postulated that 
transnationalism and transnationality require 
advancing in their classification, shortening 
their reaches and limiting the role these and 
other related phenomena related to the topic of 
international migration have. 

Key words: transnationality, transnationalism, 
international migration, transnational 
communities, migrants. 

Resumen

Este ensayo aborda el trasnacionalismo como 
una perspectiva de análisis que recoge y 
cuestiona enfoques teóricos, como el positivismo 
estructuralista y funcionalista  materializado en 
los modelos asimilacionistas y aculturalistas de 
la migración. Surgido como un término en el 
campo de la economía política del siglo XIX para 
describir las corporaciones privadas que ya tenían 
grandes operaciones financieras y una presencia 
organizacional y administrativa en varios países, 
hoy en día se identifica al trasnacionalismo 
con la práctica de los migrantes, las redes de 
relación social y las comunidades filiales que 
se mueven más allá de las fronteras de los 
países. Aquí se postula que el trasnacionalismo 
y la trasnacionalidad requieren avanzar en su 
clasificación, acotar sus alcances y delimitar 
el papel que juegan éstos y otros fenómenos 
relacionados con la temática de la migración 
internacional.

Palabras clave: trasnacionalidad, 
trasnacionalismo, migración internacional, 
comunidades trasnacionales, migrantes.

he existing approaches to international migration are not theories on their 
own; they come from the neoclassic economy, micro-economy, political 
economy, sociology, etc. Trans-nationalism is not the exception; it is 

barely a perspective of the analysis that gathers and questions some theoretical 
approaches, having proposals in different directions, sometimes contrary. Its 
most consistent perspective inspires new theoretical developments, in addition to 
challenge the structuralist and functionalist positivism (Waldinger and Fitzgerald, 
2004) materialized in the assimilationist and aculturalist models of migrations 
prevailing in the U.S. by means of xenophobic militancy (Huntington, 2005a: 
414; Huntington, S. 2005b: 213). 
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The origin of the transnationalism term goes to the field of political economy 
in the XIX century to describe private corporations which already had financial 
operations and organizational and administrative presence in several countries. 
Consequently, the growth of said corporations has been related with the power 
and capital property in more than one country, the conquest of national markets, 
exports and intra-firm market transferences, the hiring of workers in other country 
through branches of the same corporations, and of course international migration. 
Obviously, we forget these aspects are historical precedence of what nowadays 
is called ‘globalization’; a concept that is ideologically assumed or criticized 
without any effort of definition. In this sense there is a tendency to relate, not 
too rigorously, globalization and transnationalism, exaggerating the idea of 
the disappearance of borders, nations, states, underscoring the perspectives of 
insertion of the migrants in the recipient societies and losing the richness that 
the simultaneity of transnational practices implies and the transformation of the 
states involved in international migration. Indeed, it is similarly impoverishing 
the reflection that moves rationally in the sphere of globalization in the sense 
of the meta-theory, where the generality does not make room for singular 
manifestations, but it is confused with the abstract logic of functionalist and 
structuralist schemas, whose criticism to globalization, as it does without the 
action of social agents, leaves scarce space for the observation of social change, 
no matter how much it is postulated. 

Let us go step by step: as from the end of the XIX century it was clarified that 
the industrial capital is only guided by the logic of revenues and it is capable of 
changing nationality in views of better profitability; if there is not profitability, 
the capital disappears: 

Spurred by the need of giving better distribution to its products, bourgeoisie travels 
around the world; it needs to nest everywhere, establish everywhere, create links 
everywhere. By means of the exploitation of the world market, bourgeoisie has given 
a cosmopolitan character to the production and consumption of all the countries. With 
great feelings from the reactionaries, it has stripped industry of its national base (Marx 
and Engels, 1974: 36). 

Later, in the early XX century, because of the financial capital the power of 
bankers over the private entrepreneurs and governors of other countries was 
recognized; they felt in the need of exporting their capitals and discard the 
national sentiment of bourgeoisie.

Whilst the modern protectionist policy contributes to reinforce the ever growing boost 
of capital because of the continuous expansion of its economic area, the concentration 
of all the idle monetary capital in the hands of the Banks leads to the planned 
organization of capital exportation (Hilferding, 1971: 353).
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Then, the transnationalism of capital already has its history; it appears with 
the private corporations —as a product of the concentration and centralization of 
capital—, which take over the markets and raw materials of the countries, until 
they give birth to monopolist capital, challenging as from the end of XIX century 
the normative regulation of the territorial states and the control of their national 
borders

…Imperialism created long ago a global market; and as it has increased the exportation 
of capitals and broadened all forms of relations with the countries and the colonies and 
the ‘spheres of influence’ of the largest associations of monopolists, the ‘natural’ march 
of things has determined their international consent, the constitution of international 
cartels (Lenin, 1975: 84).   

This is to say, the so called ’Nation-State’ and the ‘Methodological Nationalism’ 
have been surpassed by reality long ago; if we add the rampant globalization of 
the economies, the impact which currently have the modern communication and 
transport means, as well as the consequences that international migrations brings 
along in the origin and recipient countries, then it is clear the necessity to develop 
forms of thinking, whose reflection on the national gathers the transnational 
and conversely: where the analysis of the transnational does not leave aside the 
national. 

As from the 1990’s there has been a number of forums and congresses 
organized to approach the topic, however in most of them the phenomenon 
of transnationalism is assumed. A first objection is to difference if this is 
accounted for in transnationalism or in transnationality. The transnationalism of 
the migrants in a strict sense refers to the relations of identity and belonging, 
whilst transnationality alludes to the social practices they develop. Therefore, in 
spite we have to clarify this distinction is made with theoretical ends, it implies 
a delimitation of the subjects of study, their reaches and methodologies. Thus, 
from transnationality it is possible to postulate that membership is essentially 
practical and refers to the relations which are extraterritorially constructed with 
the community, state or nation, whereas identity is more symbolical; this is to 
say, facing the change from identity to membership, every migrant transits from 
the perceptive feeling toward the action.1 Likewise, when the migrants become 
organized, they assume commitments to their community, state or country; even 
in their transnational character they manage to go beyond (Moctezuma, 2004a 
and 2004b). It is about different ways of being and belonging to transnationalism 
(Peggi and Schiller, 2005); that is why, independently from what is recognized in 
the legislations, membership is seen, by some authors, as a substantive citizenship 

1 For some formulations, transnationality is seen as a process that gathers the experiences of the migrants 
and theorizes them; while transnationalism indicates these experiences, despite being collected, always 
go preceded by the theoretical (Besserer, 1998).
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or practical citizenship (Brubaker, 1990: 79-404; Goldring, 2003: 14-15). In both 
meanings, families, social networks, transnational filial communities and migrant 
collectives (social clubs and club associations) are the different levels of research; 
in spite of their complexity, this classification is not enough; nevertheless, on the 
contrary, we would have to decide if the theoretical delimitation heads for the 
study of identities and belonging (transnationalism), or if it is concentrated on the 
study of social practices (transnationality). Then, unlike identity transnationalism, 
transnationality even if includes it, has to move carefully between individual 
practices and collective practices. This development is not always theoretically 
controlled and often its levels intermingle and make it confuse, when what should 
be done is to identify the transnational agency (Smith and Guarnizo, 1999: 3), 
its forms, as well as its levels and the subjects who carry them. For instance, a 
migrant on their own is susceptible to foment philanthropy and take it to their 
community through donations; they also can make private investments, yet 
individually they are unable to make collective remittances appear, as well as 
the migrant organization and phenomena associated to it. Then, transnationality, 
if it makes sense, besides gathering the identities and belonging, has to give an 
account of the individual and social practices migrants develop as subjects in 
their plural meaning. 

In views of discerning the complexity of the transnational perspective, the 
topic proposed below seeks to include those essential aspects which are to be 
found in the core of the discussion and which we try to answer in this research.

Transnationality and its problematization

Transnationalism, as a perspective of analysis, as it has consistent developments, 
also turns out to be questionable when, in parallel with the postmodernist 
approach it is identified with the disappearance of the nation-State, and its 
transnationality expression, with deterritorialization of social practices, whose 
most elemental exposition identifies it with one or another socio-cultural order, or 
the juxtaposition of different ways of life. And even if in reality this is produced, in 
the first case the exaggeration that the migrant abandons their social and cultural 
past is presupposed; while in the second, the existence of a cultural plurality is 
recognized, however it is subject to the dominant culture, which leads to the same 
situation: the migrant ends up culturally conquered. In both cases, according to 
this postulation, the migrant is assimilated. It cannot be more wrong: a migrant 
is able to adapt and even integrate very well into another society without being 
assimilated. 

To the aforementioned difficulties, we have to add the fact that transnationality, 
when explicitly assumed, is preponderantly identified with the practice of 
migrants, networks of social action and filial communities which move beyond 
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the national boundaries, nevertheless the error of leaving aside the migrant 
organization is produced; what is more, in some of its versions the State, Church 
and other political institutions are almost absent. 

Against the suppositions on said transnationalism and that transnationality, as 
from the 1920’s decade there have been traces of the existence of the so called 
“sibling communities” of Mexicans in the U.S., of the reproduction of identities, 
the adaptation without assimilation in the recipient countries, the  functioning 
of social networks and the influence of the migrants on the origin communities. 
Because of this, if transnationalism has as a centrality said field of study, beyond 
arguing this has changed due to its massiveness, then the theory lives a delay 
of more than half a century.2 In this essay we postulate that transnationalism 
and transnationality need to advance in their classification, limit their scopes and 
delimit the role they and some other related phenomena have.

From its origins, the concept of transnationalism has been utilized in an utterly 
ambiguous manner and so fast that it risks becoming an empty concept (Smith 
and Guarnizo, 1999). This complicates because of its swift appropriation in 
most of the social disciplines; separately, among several transnationalists it is 
recognized that: 

…Not only may research require being multilocal, but also translocal […] serious 
efforts must be devoted to an appropriate conceptualization and description of the 
translocal links and the interconnections between them and the localized social traffic 
(Hannerz, 1996).

Other authors recognize:

… Transnationalism involves the individuals, their social networks, their communities 
and their broadest institutional structures, such as local and national governments. 
The existing literature on the topic tends to mix these different levels, sometimes 
referring to the efforts and achievements of individual migrants, some other to the 
transformation of local communities in the ejecting countries, while others to the 
initiatives of the governments of these countries which seek to grasp the loyalty 
and resources of their respective migrations. This mixture contributes to a growing 
confusion on the concept and its meaning (Portes et al., 2003: 19).

As it may be seen, it is necessary to reflect on what the concept comprehends, 
as well as on the way these topics are to be correctly dealt with. For a classification 
of the different perspectives on transnationalism, see among other, Smith and 
Guarnizo (1999) and Peggi and Schiller (2005).

2 Jorge Durand, (1994) makes an excellent review on the researches by Manuel Gamio (1930a and 1930b), 
Paul S. Taylor, (1929, 1930, 1931, 1933) and Enrique Santibáñez (1930), who besides approaching these 
topics, also step into bi-national perspectives of study, as well as into the combination of the ethnographic, 
anthropologic, economic and political perspectives.
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These difficulties transnationalism and transnationality face are added to other 
factors such as: 

… The globalization of capitalism with its destabilizing effects in less industrialized 
countries; the technologic revolution in means of transport and communication; the 
global political transformations, such as decolonization and the universalization of 
human rights and the expansion of social networks which facilitate the reproduction 
of transnational migration, political and economic organization (Smith and Guarnizo, 
1999: 4)

This is to say these are global or macro-social topics which should be 
presupposed at least in the discussion of the issue.

Well now, out of all the dimensions the concept comprehends, the study of 
culture and ‘transnational’ community is the foremost field of study, thereby 
the most suggesting, also the one with the most diversities and interpretative 
problems however. There are, in this area, inspiring interpretations such as the 
one that enunciates the construction of nationality by social actors, delimiting 
the existentialist expressions the State has created, like nationalism (Bhabha, 
1990: 300). For some, as critically distinguished by Basch, Glick and Szanton 
(1994), this misleads to presuppose the disappearance of the nation-State, whilst 
for others, it is about the construction, by the State of the country of origin of 
a new subject with dual citizenship and multiple political identities, which are 
susceptible to develop a double capability of empowerment or subordination in 
both states (Smith and Guarnizo, 1999: 9).

A first advancement of transnationalism is the recognition of the existence 
of a transactional social field that comprehends the social, economic, political 
and cultural dimensions (Dore et al., 2003: 159-191; Landolt et al., 2003: 123-
158; Portes et al., 2003: 15-44). This formulation, despite most of the time is 
centered on identity and communal life, has the right formulation to advance 
toward transnationality, distinguishing the development of social practices, 
social change, questioning institutions and their norms. Nonetheless, this path is 
not always followed and it is explained by the ignorance on the organizational 
dimension that is part of this field (Moctezuma, 2005). So far, a great amount of 
the literature on transnationality is still limited to the practice of individuals, social 
networks and the migrant culture of the filial communities,3 trying from there to 
elucidate the nature of the associations or social clubs, when the necessary is to 
understand their dialectics in order to elucidate social networks and the culture 
proper to them. As we stress this last, we discover the existence of the migrant 

3 An excellent effort in this tendency is the work by Fitzgerald (2000: 43) who makes an analysis on 
transnationalism using the comparative method between two communities, with different levels of 
transnational development. We have to fairly recognize that this author is one of the most consistent 
critics of deterritorialization, as well as of the existence of global and post-national citizenship which 
postmodernism has inspired (Waldinger and Fitzgerald, 2004)
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as a social subject and we can move from the transnationalism of the individuals 
to the transnationality of the organizations, bi-nationally committed to identity 
struggles, democracy development and active involvement in the processes of 
community and regional development (Moctezuma, 2004a and 2004b), aspects 
which are not visible when the individual and social networks are stressed, it does 
not matter how active and complex these networks are.

In agreement with the previous lines, the study of transnationalism and 
transnationality implies to seriously ask many questions, some of which are being 
answered by authors from different perspectives, but the most are still unsolved, 
and what is worse, some are not made yet. In views of advancing to a possible 
agenda of discussion, in the following lines some of these points are restated. 
1. The simultaneity of transnational practices; does transnationalism really 

have capable research tools to collect the simultaneity of transnational 
social practices? Which are these tools? How does transnationalism collect 
the practices of the origin and destination communities under the idea of 
simultaneity? And so, do the forms of social and cultural reproduction of 
the original community lose centrality? In the case that the extraterritorial 
communion of cultural practices is still key, how does it transform before the 
exposition to another context? Can one speak of formation of a transnational 
community or a transnational social circuit when communal life, mainly in 
the destination place, is presupposed “closed” to the influence of the new 
context? 

2. Dimensions of transnationalism and levels of development of transnationality; 
is it right to speak of transnationalism of the individual? If it is so and 
independently from the theory, since when can one speak of the existence 
of individual transnational practices? Under which circumstances a migrant 
family is of a transnational nature? Why has not transnationalism been 
concentrated on cultural practices? What is the reason for transnationalism 
not to predominantly orbit around the community? How do transnationalism 
and focalized transnationality transform inside the institutions? 

3. International migration, familial wellbeing and community social 
development; are migrants social subjects of change? Which indicators are 
there that the migrants want to influence on the wellbeing of the family? 
Are collective remittances unavoidably associated to the State in the design 
of public policies? What is the relation between collective remittances and 
community development? And why do collective remittances are an important 
factor to strengthen the identities and development of transnational practices? 

4. Organizations of the migrants as subjects of development; is there an 
important degree of differentiation between migrants communities, towns 
committees, associations and alliances of migrant organizations? When can 
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we differentiate between organizations of migrants and the migrant subject? 
How does the migrant subject articulate the practice of the micro- and macro-
social levels? What is the role in the migrant subjects of the perspective of 
influencing on the future of the origin country? 

5. Transnationalism, transnationality and globalization; what is the role 
of the globalization of the economy and society in the development of 
transnationalism? How to problematize the relation and the difference 
between globalization and transnationalism? In which sense has the State been 
prone to recognize transnationality “from the top”? How is it possible that the 
recognition of transnationalism “from the top” fosters the development of 
transnationality “from the bottom?

Some initial answers

For some scholars, the transnationalist approach comes from the similitude 
with transnational capital, which, taken to the extreme, would indicate that 
the transnational migrants do not have a nationality, to the point of becoming 
global citizens; such is the central postulate of postmodern approaches, which 
presuppose that modern society has been left behind. From this analogy, which 
works rather as an axiom, it is argued that the transnational term “…evokes 
that the association between forms of migratory organization and transnational 
corporations is in part directly possible” (Rouse, 1989: 21). It is an image proper 
to the deductive method, instead of reproducing it from the process by means of 
which the migrants, from transnationality, create the conditions for the formation 
of filial communities abroad (daughter or twin communities), for the establishing 
of social networks between several communities in the destination country and 
of these with the community. Then, the correct path consists in looking into the 
very process of a network of relations the migrants build until they create the 
transnational filial communities. With this the methodological path to follow 
is indicated; instead of using a logical deduction and take the image from out 
of the symmetry with transnational capital, the reflection is put on the side of 
transnationality: the practices of the migrants. 

The firmest objection comes from the fact that migrants reveal that “filial” or 
“daughter” communities located in U.S. territory, as well as those at the border 
but in Mexican territory, are very important as meeting and socializing points. 
The former and the latter have a fundamental role in the strategies of border 
crossings and become various settlements of filial communities which come from 
the same communal root (Moctezuma, 1999: 193). This is to say, transnational 
filial communities are “gathering and socializing points”; they are meeting points, 
thinking of the displacement of the migrants and in the establishment of their 
social networks, and are points of socialization for in them, independently from 
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the distance, community life is reproduced; because of this, when we refer to the 
social practices of the migrants, it is important to talk of transnationality and not 
of transnationalism.

From this reformulation it is correct to retake the statement by Rouse, 
underscoring those aspects which will later identify his thinking and which not 
always are carefully accounted.

This careful approach is not limited to pinpoint migration as the displacement of 
people between two different social environments; neither does this approach reduce 
it to a mere transition process from a socio-cultural order to another, nor is it a proposal 
that presupposes the juxtaposition of different life worlds oriented to homogenization 
and synthesis; it rather refers to the survival of different courses of life, a certain 
form of simultaneous coupling which will not necessarily disappear in the subsequent 
generations of the migrants (Rouse, 1991: 14).

This idea is key to limit the theories which had been made upon the 
assimilationist and aculturalist approaches whereupon the radical standards of 
the recipient society build the norm according to which the other ethnical groups 
must be identified, i.e., firstly adopt the language, followed by cultural, social and 
religious patterns (Castles and Davidson, 2000: 61-62). Therefore, assimilation 
caries implicitly a process of acculturation wherein the migrant is not only 
inserted in an integral manner to the uses and customs of the recipient society, 
but where consequently (it is supposed) they will lose their ties and belonging, 
and in the long run their identity as a foreigner; it supposes, likewise, a transfer 
of loyalty solely for the new residence country by means of the adoption of a new 
national identity. 

This is, still nowadays the structural approaches give an account of the 
contextual practices of the migrants, which is right; nevertheless, from this the 
nationalist approaches are stressed and it is forgotten that the migrants are capable 
of reproducing in other contexts their cultural ways of being and thinking, in 
addition to influence on the social relations of the origin countries. This is to say, 
the migrant does not migrate and transplants their culture, what the migrant does 
is to reproduce it, restructure it and with it they reformulate it (Sollors, 1989). 
Likewise, the migrant, leaving for another country, does not cease influencing 
on the destiny of their community; without this element it is impossible to 
comprehend the dialectic processes implied by the adaptation, where in words 
by Rouse “different courses of life survive” or where the adaptation and even the 
integration of the migrants into another social context does not necessarily lead 
to the loss of their cultural root (enunciated by xenophobia as assimilation) and at 
the same time, with migration, neither is the primordial culture preserved pristine 
and impermeable to the new influences. If this is already a serious questioning to 
nativist nationalism which imprisons those afraid of the influence of immigrants 
in the destination, it is also for those who from the origin suppose that migrants, 
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because of their migration, have lost their right to participate and make decisions 
that affect their respective countries, or else, of those who believe that the culture 
of migrants remains impermeable as a result of segregation from the destination 
societies. Furthermore, this approach surpasses multiculturalism, which certainly 
recognizes cultural overlapping or amalgamation, which is already an advantage 
because of its tolerance, but it is still based upon the supremacy of a culture over 
others, and therefore on the domination of the national vision. 

The successful attempts to answer the problems hereby stated are scarce: 
Portes et al. (2003: 15-44) are one of the few who have proposed an operative 
methodology to research on the transnationalism of the individuals. Moctezuma 
(2001) has suggested the need to conceptually and methodologically problematize 
the transnational family; Rouse (1989 and 1991), in spite of presenting 
some weaknesses in the methodological part, is one of the pioneers in the 
conceptualization of the so called transnational communities. In the field of social 
networks the prevailing approach is that in which the migrant wants to reduce the 
risks and increase the benefits, when solidarity and the reproduction of relations 
of identity, both of Weberian inspiration, might be underlined as well; the former 
distinguishes rational action around ends, whilst the latter distinguishes rational 
action around values. Finally, from two parallel angles a reflection closer to the 
subjects and migrant organizations is produced; the first one from the concept 
of transnational collective migrant (Moctezuma, 2007), and the second from the 
category of migrant civil society (Fox, 2006). Then, in a synthetic manner these 
developments are approached, with no other objective than clarifying how it is 
related in general with the recognition of the transnational citizenship.

The individual as a transnational subject

There is a group of transnationalists who, in spite of retaking some expressions 
on the families, social networks, community life and civil associations, has 
chosen the migrant individual as its object of research; therefore, for them 
transnationalism is defined as follows: 

In views of establishing a new research area, it is preferable to delimit the concept of 
transnationalism to occupations and activities which require habitual social contacts 
continued through national boundaries to be executed. Thus defined, the concept 
comprehends for instance, the monthly journeys of a Salvadoran businessman to 
deliver mail and goods for immigrants in El Salvador, or the travels of a Dominican 
dressmaker who has a clothes shop and travels several times a year to New York to sell 
her items and purchase materials and models for her business. Due to the same reason, 
this definition excludes the occasional gifts, money or goods, that migrants sent their 
relatives and friends (it is not an occupation) or the purchase of a house or a plot a 
migrant makes in their country (it is not a habitual activity) (Portes et al., 2003: 18).
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This definition indicates transnationalism deals with individual activities 
which the migrants permanently carry out by means of the continual displacement 
across the national boundaries; nonetheless, abiding two worlds not only leads 
to recognize belonging, communication or the permanent displacement between 
them, but also the need to simultaneously intervene in their transformation. Let 
us notice, the authors do not refer to the social practices, which is explained 
because the transnationalism of the individuals is not conceived in this version as 
a part of the communities or broader social groups; on the contrary, they would 
not be individual habitual activities, but social practices or of transnationality, 
yet with the concept thus defined its development would follow another path. 
For instance, one would have to recognize that migrants make transnational filial 
communities that reproduce as a practice their territoriality and culture outside 
their country; because of this, individualist transnationalism, the instances that 
illustrate the concept are referred to individuals or fields of study directed to the 
individuals, or at least their methodology and application of research techniques 
are centered on it, when at most it should be one of their dimensions, different 
from those which deal with other dimensions of the same phenomenon:

…the individual and their networks are the most viable starting point in the research 
on this topic. This decision is not based on an a priori philosophic stance, nor does 
it have the intention to deny the reality and importance of broader structures. On the 
contrary, we believe that a study which begins with the history and activities of the 
individuals is the most efficient way to comprehend the structures of transnationalism 
and its effects… (Portes et al., 2003: 19). 

This is, for this group of researchers the comprehensive process of 
transnationalism unavoidably goes through the design of a methodological 
strategy where the individual becomes central; although here the existence of 
other “units of analysis” is recognized, this limits the scopes of its methodological 
strategy; well now, which instances does this transnationalism present us with? 

…an initial typology of work founded on this concept would difference the economic 
initiatives from the transnational entrepreneurs who move their contacts across the 
borders, in the search of supplies, capital and markets, versus the political activities of 
partisan leaders, governmental functionaries or community leaders, whose main goals 
are the seizure of power and gain influence in the ejecting countries and expatriate 
communities. A more varied third category comprises multiple socio-cultural 
enterprises oriented to reinforce a national identity abroad or to collectively enjoy 
cultural activities and products (Portes et al., 2003: 20). 

This limit presupposes, only implicitly, that this field of studies is also faced 
as a determinate theoretical-methodological perspective, whose fundamental 
characteristic is: “…this phenomenon is composed of a growing number of 
people who live a double life: they speak two languages, have a home in both 



Papeles de POBLACIÓN No. 57 CIEAP/UAEM

48

countries and their life passes in continuous and habitual contact across the 
national boundaries…” (Portes et al., 2003: 20).

This manner of approaching transnationalism only coincides in appearance 
with the formulation by Roger Rouse, who as we previously saw, refers to 
the survival and simultaneity of different forms of life which are reproduced 
transcending borders. 

An important aspect of individualist transnationalism is the recognition of the 
agency (Portes, Guarnizo and Landolt, 2003: 20), which is part of the strategies 
of the “habitual social contacts”, when one might go beyond and include the 
formation of new social subjects, whose perspective becomes the new of these 
practices. 

Another scholar close to this definition is Manuel Orozco (2005); indeed, his 
fundamental contribution consists in measuring the transnational commitment 
assumed by the migrants, expressed through several activities. The advantage of 
this author consists in fusing the micro- and macro-social perspectives, in addition 
to gather the experiences of migrants, both as individuals and as organized 
communities. The author presents a table with different types of commitments, 
such as permanent travels, expenses in every return, telephone calls, sending of 
remittances, support for familial reunification, support for payments, money loans, 
opening of bank accounts, establishment of familial business and memberships 
to a migrant association, “moreover, these transnational networks make the 
establishment of a dialogue between migrants, governments, private sector, 
civil society and international community more imperative…” (Orozco, 2005: 
56). From the amount of commitments it is assumed that the dialogue between 
different subjects implies the transformation of their perspectives, even the bi-
national transformation of the institutions they represent; there are, of course, 
other characteristics this group of researchers attributes to the concept, however, 
what we have dealt so far with is enough for our interest. 

The household as a transnational structure

When one works on transnational households, the first problem that appears is the 
dominant model in the literature: a household with an address (co-residence). As 
a model, it is challenged with migration, the slip on the prejudiced appearance is 
thinking of the migrant households from the abandonment of their members or 
even presupposing there is a separation between their members. There exists as 
well the temptation to think they are matriarchal- or patriarchal-focal households, 
mothers or fathers without a spouse, as in the case of single mothers or fathers 
or in case of divorce. Notwithstanding, as it has been previously defined in the 
transnational perspective, what one has to identify is how, through distance, the 
affective bonds are preserved and reaffirmed, and thereby the unity of the familial 
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nucleus is reproduced. For instance, without the support from the affective ties 
and responsibility between migrants and non-migrants, thinking of the sending of 
remittances to the household would be impossible. 

By means of the elaboration of genealogies of households or migrant nuclear 
families, the multi-spatiality where their members reside has been identified; 
obviously, if we consider a long period, a part of them is located in the community 
and the rest abroad. In this section, in order to facilitate the exposition, even 
though the difference between household and family and between family and 
domestic groups is clear, here these differences although presupposed do not have 
a role in their exposition.4 Surely, if someone wants to deepen into the strategies 
of migration, it is essential to deal with these differences in detail. 

To elaborate this section, we utilized three studies; the first one is our 
own pioneer research (Moctezuma, 2001); the second, which worked for the 
ethnographic re-elaboration of this concept (Moctezuma, 2007); and a third 
one, by Gil Martínez de Escobar (2006). The two authors, in spite of presenting 
differences in approach, develop their proposal on the households which identify 
the migrants with information of ethnographic nature, where it is central to 
consider the preservation of the bonds among their members, whether the same 
residential address is preserved (co-residence). From these results, we went on 
to elaborate a simple “model” that facilitates the presentation and analysis of the 
information; said model is the one we here present. 

In the past, the first person to go abroad was preferably the head of the family, 
and later his sons followed; this coincides with the circular migratory pattern, 
where migration is mainly masculine and emigration is for relatively short 
periods. Nevertheless, with the predominance of the settled migrant, the process 
has at least two identified moments for the migrant households: the dispersion 
of the father and then a part of the offspring; then the household is established 
abroad, extending the permanence, at the time the interests and commitments 
with the recipient community increase (adaptation, integration). The concepts of 
and familial life cycle and course are the theoretical tools that allow identifying 
these processes and moments in time, the former as a general model and the latter 
as the expression which is lived and methodologically collected as a life history. 

In socio-demography, it is recognized that every cycle of the household 
begins at the moment two people, independently from the legal situation, join 
as a couple. In time, the first child is born, and then some others, they grow up 
to reach adulthood, which will enable them to make their familial nucleuses. 
This leads once again to the growth of the households through their descendants, 
repeating the cycle. When this happens, the initial couple ages from adulthood 
to maturity and becomes the elderly: change from couple to parents, and then 
4 Family has as a main referent the parental bonds, which fulfill determinate functions and are preserved 
with relative independence from the fact of being anchored to a common geographic space; on its own, 
the domestic group has as main components co-residence and the shared consecution of a set of activities 
(Sales, 1988: 7).
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to grandparents. This process is known as the family life cycle (Fortes, 1962). 
But the migrants alter this cycle through the actions and decisions they make 
when they detach from their households (life course). In this case, household 
and residence do not coincide, which has led to absurd interpretations where this 
process is understood as the abandonment of the households. Nonetheless, if the 
migrants really abandoned their families, they would lose communication and 
would cease sending remittances; on the contrary, what occurs with remittances 
and with all the manifestation of communication is the permanent affirmation 
of the familial ties from the distance, which certainly has its own problems 
(Moctezuma, 2005: 103).

This model presents the course migrant households follow during the 
processes of dispersion-reunion and reunification-dispersion; processes which do 
not challenge the unity of the household, but the habitual residential address.

Process 1: the husband migrates, while the wife and their children (if there are 
any and if they are underage) remain in the community. The departure of the head 
starts the process of familial dispersion; yet, in this case, the familial “separation” 
is brief. Hence, it is not abandonment, conversely, and independently from the 
distance, the unity of the household is preserved. Sometimes, it is even the only 
possibility that allows the reproduction of the households; because reproduction 
is not only a biologic process, but also social. 

Process 2: the husband returns to the community of origin, resides in the 
household for some time and then migrates accompanied with the firstborn son 
(he has reached a minimal age), whilst the rest of the family remains in the origin 
community. If his return stay is lengthy and if the household is in productive 
age, it is possible to increase the offspring and so the family grows. In the face 
of these conditions, there is the possibility that the dispersion involves the father 
and the first son (two migrants of first and second generation), which induces to 
deepen into the migratory profile of the household; which is frequent in these sort 
of households. 

Household and 
residence in Mexico Female head and 

children in Mexico Male head 
in the U.S. 

Female head and 
children in Mexico 

The male head 
returns his to 
community in 

Mexico 

Departure of head and 
oldest child to the U.S. 
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Process 3: the husband returns several times; he and other children emigrate 
while the rest of the household remains in the origin community. The characteristic 
feature is that in time this familial nucleus will tend to settle in the destination 
country, gradually changing from the traditional pattern of migratory circulation 
to the one of established migration. 

Process 4: the husband, mother and most of the children emigrate, or in the 
case the complete familial nucleus emigrates. When this occurs, the dispersion 
becomes reunification in the destination, and with it, there is a change to a second 
space of residence; once again, residence and family coincide (co-residence). It 
is indeed this characteristic the one related to the new migratory pattern currently 
experienced in Mexico, which is characterized by the establishment of migrant 
families in the destination place and by the formation of human settlements 
that come from the same origin community, in addition to unchain a number of 
processes which are not usually observed when all that which brings the migration 
of women is left aside, and more particularly, of the families. 































Process 5:  the parents return with two of their children to the community and 
the dispersion is produced again in the reverse way: from the destination to the 
origin. Once this occurs, the first children of the couple have already made new 
households and if they are part of a migrant community, the most probable is the 
repetition of the complete cycle.

The rest of the 
Household in Mexico 

Both heads and 
children in the U.S.

Household reunification 
in the U.S.

Return of the heads and 
children to Mexico Children in the U.S.
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For this simple model to be complete, it has to be recognized that very 
frequently in the origin and destination the households adopt a series of 
strategies which temporarily make them change from a nuclear household to 
the constitution of transnational extended families between relatives and non-
relatives (Moctezuma, 2001, and Gil Martínez, 2006). Hence, it is frequent that 
because of the development and establishment of community social networks in 
the destination, the migrants receive in their households friends or relatives and 
temporarily make extended families, and that this very thing occurs in the origin 
communities, when, for instance, a married daughter emigrates and leaves one 
or more children in the hands of her parents or sisters; what is more, this may be 
part of familial arrangements where, for example, a son in the destination arrives 
to the household of an aunt, and she, on her own, has left another with a sister 
in the community: “there is a circulation of values in both directions across the 
border and besides the interchange of social capital, an agreement is generated: ‘I 
look after your children and you look after mine’; an interchange of trans-border 
favors” (Gil, 2006: 128).

As we see, dispersion-reunification and reunification-dispersion are two 
processes that are part of the migrant households, which imply a change of 
residence, however frequently what takes place is an alternation in the origin and 
destination which usually multiplies when the children make new households; in 
this case, the global process can only be described from the concept of transnational 
extended family, and although the model proposed only presupposes it, it does 
not contemplate to simplify and facilitate the explanation. 

Well now, very frequently we reproduce a momentary or “fixed” image of the 
migrant household, which only corresponds to a stage of their life cycle. With 
this the integral process is out of sight, which is interpreted as migrants who left 
their wives and children, and it is usually said that the households are abandoned 
as the whole home migrates, when what we have are emptied or uninhabited 
houses, sometimes are left under the charge of a relative or an acquaintance. All 
of this claims a new conceptual engineering that in the near future will impact 
on the design of the censual performance and other instruments to gather data on 
households and housing. 

The community as a transnational social relation

The transnational community is object of study fundamentally from its symbolic 
and cultural dimensions; Anthropology and Sociology are the two disciplines 
which best fit to this third field or dimension of transnationalism. The community 
has been the most problematized from the transnationalist perspective; its most 
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lucid exponent is Roger Rouse (1991) who, inspired by an image of circuit 
initially proposed by Jorge Durand (1988),5 advanced towards the idea that the 
transnational community comprises a circuit of communities that constitute a 
single unit. For Rouse, the appearance of several migrant settlements from the 
same origin makes a same whole, which he calls “transnational migrant circuit”; 
it is an image where the concept of community presupposes the intercrossing of 
several spaces and meanings and which derive from what migration itself is. 

As a matter of fact, by means of the continuous circulation of people, money, goods 
and information, at the same time the variety of establishments clearly begins to weave 
in this way, this in an important sense becomes a singular community expressed in 
the intercrossing of a variety of places, something I call transnational migrant circuit 
(Rouse, 1994).

This image which works rather as a heuristic concept has been called by 
others ‘transnational social space’. In its enunciation the idea of a community 
established in several places at a time is distinguishable, and some other, from a 
critical perspective, have called it the transnational social formation (Portes et al., 
2003) to give an account of a contextualized community as a social relation; in 
any case the merit is for Roger Rouse.

As it is expressed by the author in another work, his proposal goes against 
the bipolar logic evident in a simplistic model, which: a) on the one side, starts 
from the supposition that the migration from a community implies a severance 
from it; b) that this very thing deepens in time; thereby, c) the establishment in 
the recipient place inexorably leads to a breakage with the communal roots of the 
migrants (Rouse, 1994: 42). On the contrary, field research shows otherwise: the 
migrants who at the same time adapt to the social circumstances are also capable of 
maintaining the ties and commitments to their communities oriented. As it is seen, 
far from these postulations are those who state that transnationalism expresses 
through modern communication means and the simultaneity of the contacts. On 
this topic, the most elaborate transnationalist trend underscored, as of the 1990’s 
decade, the fact that the migrant is an agent who extraordinarily influences on 
the construction of alternatives in their immediate social surroundings (Goldrig, 
1992: 320 and 325). Roger Rouse, inspired in the porosity and nearness to the 
border of the communities, formulated the idea that space and distance are not 
obstacles for the reproduction of community life. 

5 Migration includes the mobilization of information, assets, capitals, services, etcetera; said continual 
transit is similar to an AC integrated circuit, along which the flows move in multiple directions and with 
different intensities… (Durand, 1988: 43).
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By means of the continual circulation of people, money, merchandise and information, 
the diverse settlements have intermingled with such force that they are best understood 
making a single disperse community in a variety of places (Rouse, 1988).

With this the authors laid the foundations to challenge the structuralist processes 
and what nowadays is called methodological nationalism, whose novelty seems 
to have lost sight of its origin; likewise, he indicated that transnational community 
life refers to the survival of different life courses, a certain form of simultaneous 
coupling that will not necessarily disappear in subsequent generations of migrants 
(Rouse, 1988: 14). This is to say. He indicated the migrants, although adapted to 
other context, still reproduce their identity roots, and even their bonds with the 
community cultural matrix; which questions the bipolar logic, besides recognizing 
the limitations and advances of the multiculturalsit approach.

From these assumptions, Smith and Goldring suggest an interesting 
advancement which has revolutionized the ideas on this field: this migrant-agent 
acts from abroad, not only as a member of their community, but particularly as a 
transnational citizen, developing the practices of the substantive extraterritorial 
citizenship, Smith (1995 and 2006) and Goldring (2002). There are likewise hues 
of significant distinction where transnationalism with the community in the center 
is distinguished (Besserer, 1999), where the community is the referent of the 
social practices, but whose ‘external’ influences lead to problematize the idea that 
the migrant circuits are more open. This distinction turns out useful in relation 
to ethnic transnational citizenship, as it distinguishes extraterritorial practices 
between indigenous migrants and Mexican mestizos; moreover, it explains why 
the relations with the Mexican state are troublesome,  

The migrant organization as a social and political subject  

This is an almost virgin field where the approach of transnationalism has not 
been able to root firmly, mainly because of its conceptions headed to the refined 
individualism and its ethnographic perspective, but where a vast amount of new 
and in-process experiences are opened, which are only observable in those places 
with migrant organization. Rigorously, this is new in relation to the migrants of 
previous decades, yet this is an aspect that the transnational tradition does not 
carefully reflect on.  

As we analyze organizations such as clubs, hometown associations and 
migrant associations, it is plain to see that these have developed from the change 
witnessed in the migratory pattern, which has evolved from the masculine 
circular migrant to the familial established migrant. It is with familial migration 
that community relations are able to reproduce and give origin to transnational 
filial communities. In this experience, woman and family are the foundation of 
the first manifestations of transnational communal belonging.
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Once community life has been consolidated, the leadership of the migrants 
arises the first organizational manifestations, which having the stimulus of 
the state, particularly of the state and municipal governors, possibly become a 
better organization. Hence, the image of the transnational community, which 
comprehends the origin and destination communities, changes from social process 
of identity to participation and involvement, and a transmutation is produced 
thus towards the active belonging of the migrants. Along this path, the migrant 
organization goes on developing until it gives birth to club associations and then, 
from these to associations of associations, until concur in the appearance of a new 
social and political subject called transnational collective migrant (Moctezuma, 
2008)

This migrant subject, who in the beginning tends to procure the ties toward 
their community, has been interpreted in a scarcely precise manner, distinguishing 
their internal contradictions, to such an extent that they are confronted to their 
community of origin, some other times they are questioned to have the capability 
to act collectively, and the migrant is even looked at as though they let themselves 
be caught by the state corporativism. Some of the most radical challenges have 
suggested that the migrant should not be doing the tasks corresponding to the 
State. On our own, at different times we have shown that the so called localism 
is nothing but the search for forms of symbolic recuperation of the immediate 
territorialization, distinguishing that the association of clubs on its own transcends 
it. In a similar manner, recognizing the existence of a contradiction between the 
migrant organization and the origin community, we rescue the thesis that migrants 
and non-migrants are the same community or ‘transnational social circuit’ and that 
several of the contradictions, once they have become troublesome, appear as such 
because the migrants, with their practices, challenge the forms of local power, or 
else, challenge the state policies on social expenditure and demand accountability 
as part of their new political culture (Moctezuma, 2006). Similarly, the unfolding 
of the migrant organization usually takes place with tolerance and stimulation of 
the state powers; however it gains independence as it matures.

There are experiences where the relation between migrants and government 
has not been easy; indeed, the Haitian, Salvadoran and Guatemalan Diasporas, 
whose migrants have left their countries because of political reasons are less 
prone to start alliances with the State. Nevertheless, since they have among their 
leaders politically-formed members, they are some that have high quality in social 
capital, this allows them to take initiatives in the destination country (U.S.), on 
behalf of the Latin American immigrants, transcending their nationalities and 
opening options to make organizational alliances, in this moment we only see 
their take off. Conversely, Mexican states which witness ethnical segregation 
between mestizos and indigenous people exhibit serious resistances to foster 
their organizations abroad: firstly, because among indigenous peoples the ethnic 
differentiation between groups is stressed; secondly, because there is identity 
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differentiation between the indigenous world and that of the Mestizos; and 
thirdly, because Mexican authorities do not always understand the participation 
of the migrants from the uses and customs, among which one finds tequio* and 
the system of charges.

Some of the most representative scholars, who from the organization have 
approached this topic, are González Gutiérrez (1995), Escala and Zabin (2002) 
and Bada (2004); in any case, the migrants more often than not influence on 
the design of public policies by means of collective remittances; this might 
be interpreted as an alliance with the different level of government, which is 
right, yet not completely if one learns that collective remittances exist without 
the presence of the State. There exists a myriad of instances which prove this 
situation, and there are even cases in which the migrants undertake initiatives 
of social investment with collective remittances where the State is absent 
(Hernández, 2006: 65-77; Moctezuma, 2005a, 2005b and 2008).

From collective remittances programs such as the one called “Tres por Uno” 
have appeared, which independently from their scopes, show the involvement of 
the migrants in the destiny of their communities, opens negotiation channels with 
the state, becoming social agents of change, moreover they unleash other effects 
which are not necessary to expose here, because of the reach of this research. 

Beyond this focalized look at the countries of origin, it is also feasible to 
frequently localize the political participation of these migrants in the destination 
countries; besides it is key to find Dominican, Puerto Rican and Mexican activists 
in popular vote positions, such as mayors and local and national congressmen 
in the U.S. In this there is a lot to be done, since thus far there is not an agenda 
capable to unite the Mexican immigrants as it has been the case, due to other 
interests, of Cuban immigrants.

A synthetic look 

Save few exceptions, transnationalism is a perspective trapped in the disciplinary 
field; in other cases one walks toward a postmodern approach, whose perspective 
is infirm. Although this makes its characterization difficult, there are developments 
worth considering for a synthetic look. 

It is instructing to recognize that sometimes the development of a discipline 
allows the development of other; in this field, the political perspective of 
transnationalism, since it is oriented to the analysis of social practices and their 
institutions, indicates that the challenging to the “methodological nationalism” 
displays a serious inconsistence where the national (without becoming a 
straitjacket) is still part of the transnational process:

* NB: Collective work, of temporary character, in which the people of the same kin or lineage join. 
(Diccionario Enciclopédico Larousse, 1997).
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Instead of building a contrast between national and transnational policies, we must be 
attentive to how the first depends on the second. The political activities of the migrants 
are heavily oriented to the ejecting and recipient states. On the contrary, these states 
are also actively involved in profiling the emergence of ‘transnational social fields’, 
through attempts to exercise political control or as guarantors of rights (Faist, 2000).

This means that even recognizing the emergence of a transnational social field, 
this is shaped on the base of the national. Then, the transnational does not eliminate 
the national; conversely, the national, in the case of active migrants, includes the 
transnational. This is, if there is not a limit for this thesis one falsely reaches the 
conclusion that the national borders have disappeared and that the world leans to 
the recognition of the ‘post-national’, ‘cosmopolite’, ‘supra-national’ citizenship, 
etc. Because of this, the comparison between religion and transnationalism must 
turn its field to religiousness to be able to gather the singularity of practices, 
where the national, regional, and local is plain to see. Hence, the belonging to 
an imaginary community and to a national community is compatible (Anderson, 
1983): “if we theorize migrant transnationalism as a challenge to the Nation-State 
itself, we will be exaggerating its scope and misunderstanding its real meaning” 
(Portes et al., 1999; Portes, 2001).

At first, political transnationality, as stated in relation to the subjects, includes 
the migrants and their organizations; what is more, it refers to their practices, 
which amply surpass the complexity of the simultaneity of the practices of 
the individuals, and even the collective forms related to the reproduction of 
community culture in other spaces. Moreover, political transnationality not only 
refers to cultural processes of identity, but also to social agents, which through 
their active belonging exhibit capability of giving a new meaning to social change.

The term ‘transnational’ implies those human activities and social institutions that 
extend across national borders… it seems to me that this standard conception of 
political transnationalism is still too narrow and must be broadened in two senses.
Firstly, not only should it refer to the “politics” across the borders, but it also should 
be considered how migration changes the institutions of politics and its conceptions 
of belonging. In the second place, migrant transnationalism affects the institutions of 
both the origin and destination countries.
… I define the field of transnational immigrant politics as a sphere of constant 
institutionalized interactions and changes; on the one side, between the migrants and 
their social and political organizations, and on the other, between the institutions and 
the State apparatus of the origin country (Itzigsohn, 2000: 1129-1130). 

What in this case is challenged is the concept of citizenship based on a central 
State (Bauböck), besides confusing State and territory:
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…the institutions and political practices which transcend the borders of independent 
states, are transnational if they involve a simultaneous overlapping of affiliations of 
people to political spheres geographically separated.

The question is not in the fact of people affiliating of not or identifying or 
not with two nations, but to assume the commitment of actively acting and that 
their practice is oriented simultaneously toward both countries. Obviously, for 
the nativist perception this compromises loyalty, which indeed is challenged as a 
xenophobic nativism or as excluding radicalism.   
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