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Abstract This article provides evidence-based

results regarding current debates on transnationalism.

It draws on the content analysis of the 50 most cited

(according to the major academic databases and search

engines in 2020) and the 50 most recent (published or

forthcoming in 2019–2020) articles and/or books on

transnationalism. The study analysed the main defini-

tions of transnationalism, identified classification

criteria for transnational experience, and reviewed

the concept of transnationalism in the studied articles

and books. In transnationalism, a broad range of

economic, sociocultural, and political cross-border

activities and practices, and their various combina-

tions, modify people’s sense of belonging to places;

affect their citizenship and nationality; change their

aspirations, imagination and decisions in everyday

life; and influence their identity. In the studied

academic literature, transnationalism was often asso-

ciated with globalisation, migration, cosmopoli-

tanism, multiculturalism, diaspora, post-migration

studies, and internationalism. Transnationalism has

an inner processual and in-becoming character, lead-

ing to difficulty in giving it a precise and clear

theoretical definition. Many studies have shown the

need for conceptual academic clarity regarding

transnationalism, whether considering it from narrow

or broad perspectives. Transnationalism is transfor-

mative, and powerful enough to trigger changes in

contemporary societies. This article suggests a number

of particularly intriguing research fields regarding

transnationalism: telecommunications (ICT—Infor-

mation and Communication Technology/the inter-

net/social media), return migration (aspirations to

return, and in relation to telecommunications), as well

as the connection between bodies and the law (the

incorporation of the body into transnational practices

and in relation to the law).

Keywords Transnationalism � Content analysis �
ICT � Return migration � Legal body

Introduction

Discussions centring on transnationalism are inher-

ently multi- and trans-disciplinary (Vertovec 1999),

spanning discourses on sociocultural activities (Kear-

ney 1995), cross-border entrepreneurialism (Sommer

2020), everyday practices (Innes 2019), post-migra-

tion (Beauchemin and Safi 2020), political parties

(Kernalegenn and Van Haute 2020; Pilati and Herman

2020), the right to vote, and dual identity and
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citizenship (Klingenberg et al. 2020)—to name only a

few. Eminent scholars have explored the concept in

depth and, over the years, have stressed different

aspects of transnationalism (Portes et al. 1999; Schiller

et al. 1992b; Vertovec 2009).

Connectedness across borders, the formality/infor-

mality of frequent cross-border activities and prac-

tices, and the high intensity and degree of cross-border

exchanges are the main characteristics of a transna-

tionalism ‘from below’, concerning individuals and

civil society. Transnationalism has an inner processual

and in-becoming character (whereas diaspora, for

instance, mostly refers to specific groups and com-

munities), leading to difficulty in giving it a precise

and clear theoretical definition; therefore, instead of

being based on a deductive approach, from theory to

practice, the definition of transnationalism could more

usefully be developed through a pragmatist inductive

approach. Such an approach to transnationalism

means defining it according to its actual use and

empirical context, as recommended by Bauböck and

Faist (2010) and suggested by Beauchemin and Safi

(2020), defining the macro-, meso- and/or micro-level

of the empirical context, and then deriving the theory.

In this way the variables to study transnationalism and

the methods to analyse it can be provided, but have

limits that need to be examined in order to avoid

incorrect or over-generalised conclusions.

In this article, we address the various definitions of

transnationalism, highlighting their limits and opening

up new lines of research. Our argument follows two

research questions: how is transnationalism defined

(or not defined) in the most cited and most recent

scholarly works about the subject, and what are the

most promising lines of research concerning

transnationalism.

After this introduction, we (1) outline the Method-

ology used in this article; (2) analyse the existing

theories about transnationalism, mainly derived from

debates in the 1990s and early 2000s; (3) discuss the

applicability of these theories to empirical research,

while stressing the need to find criteria and variables

that define transnationalism (and what it is not); and

(4) highlight promising novel research directions for

transnationalism studies, such as telecommunications

(ICT/the internet/social media), return migration

(aspirations to return and in relation to telecommuni-

cations), and the connection between bodies and the

law (the incorporation of the body into transnational

practices and in relation to the law). Furthermore, we

pay attention to the topic of imagination as a guiding

thread for possibly uniting these novel research topics.

Methodology

This research obtained evidence-based results regard-

ing current debates on transnationalism, drawing on a

database of the 50 most cited (Google Scholar,

Scopus, and Web of Science) and the 50 most recent

(published or forthcoming in 2019–2020) articles and/

or books about transnationalism. The 50 most cited

articles indicated the widely recognised key scholarly

theories of transnationalism, and the 50 most recent

articles indicated the evolvement of the scholarly

discussion regarding transnationalism. The main def-

initions and classifications for conceptually framing

transnationalism have come from only a few scholars

(as discussed in detail below) and are often repeated

and reworked from the same original sources; there-

fore, the research paid particular attention to these

main sources (as cited in the reference list), without

explicitly citing all of them. Other sources repeating

those definitions and classifications remain in the

background (and may not be cited) to avoid duplica-

tion. Nevertheless, all the publications contributed to

the empirical material for this research. The texts were

analysed using empirically-driven content analysis to

identify the main definitions of transnationalism, the

main scholars, the related strands of thought, and the

key and missing topics. In addition, other relevant

scholars, who were not included in the list, are cited

and used in the article. They provided important

details that supported the definitions and classifica-

tions of transnationalism and helped to open up

possible lines of future research (as discussed later in

the article).

The content analysis of the publications about

transnationalism on which the research was based was

divided into three rounds. First, we identified the main

scholars (such as Portes, Schiller, and Vertovec) based

on their citation frequencies. Their thinking was

scrutinised and the similarities and differences in their

definitions of transnationalism were identified. From a

methodological perspective, it was important to

determine whether scholars of transnationalism used

qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods. In addi-

tion, we identified the broader geographical focus of
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the articles and the countries they discussed: Europe,

Africa, North America, South America, Asia, and/or

Oceania.

Second, using an abductive method (starting with

our content analysis of the texts and then seeking most

likely characterising keywords for transnationalism),

we identified around 50 keywords relating to the topics

discussed in, or absent from, the articles and books

concerning transnationalism. Among the main key-

words were assimilation, capitalism, citizenship, civil

society, cosmopolitanism, diaspora, globalisation,

identity, internationalisation, nationalism, neoliberal-

ism, and migration.

Third, we recognised certain main terms relating to

the adjective ‘transnational’ in the studied material.

Common examples of such words were: community,

organisations, activities/practices, social capital, rela-

tions, and citizenship, among others. Even though

these classifications were present in the databases,

they were not the key focus of this article, but

constituted relevant background information and

guided us toward the current and missing debates

about transnationalism.

Following these three rounds of analysis of the

articles and books about transnationalism, we identi-

fied promising novel lines of research, as will be

discussed later in the article. These included telecom-

munications (ICT/the internet/social media), return

migration (aspirations and in relation to telecommu-

nications), as well as the connection between bodies

and law (the incorporation of the body into transna-

tional practices and in relation to the law).

Main theories of transnationalism

Transnationalism—definitions and theories

In the most relevant and recent literature regarding

transnationalism, it was understood as being a com-

ponent of globalisation, from which it cannot be

separated; however, the two terms are not inter-

changeable. Klingenberg et al. (2020: 2) stated that

globalisation refers to all activities spanning social,

economic, and political fields that ‘cause greater

interaction and interconnectedness between countries

and continents’ (see also Levitt 2001). Indeed, ‘in the

early 21st century, goods, information, services,

financial capital and human beings are flowing across

national borders at an ever-accelerating rate’ (Li and

Teixeira 2007). On the other hand, transnationalism

concerns individuals’ and civil society’s movements

across borders (Kearney 1995; Peck 2020) and how

increased global connectedness affects those move-

ments. Following this line of thought, in this article we

concentrate on transnationalism ‘from below’, mostly

in relation to individuals and civil society (see

Table 1) and using Hirst et al.’s definition of civil

society, which does not include the state (or state-led

organisations), but rather includes ‘individuals, cor-

porate bodies, associations, and large and complex

organisations’ (2001: 107). In general, ‘civil society

… consists of groups, individuals and institutions

which are independent of the state and of state

boundaries, but which are, at the same time, preoccu-

pied with public affairs’ (Kaldor 1999: 210).

Schiller et al. (1992b) defined transnationalism as

‘the processes by which immigrants build social fields

that link together their country of origin and their

country of settlement’. They continued: ‘transmi-

grants develop and maintain multiple relations—

familial, economic, social, organisational, religious,

and political, that span borders. Transmigrants take

actions, make decisions, and feel concerns, and

develop identities within social networks that connect

them to two or more societies simultaneously’

(Schiller et al. 1992b: 1–2). These definitions high-

lighted the relevance of migrants’ agency (Bauböck

and Faist 2010) in a globalised world, covering many

overlapping economic, social, and political fields and

hinting that transnationalism ‘ontologically’ consists

of relevant dynamic cross-border relationships and

activities, regardless of the type (cultural, social,

political, economic, etc.) of relationships involved.

This process of meaningful relation-building is not

static, but is continuously evolving and ‘becoming’,

greatly contributing to the forging of people’s dual or

plural identities and sense of belonging.

Not all immigrants, however, become ‘transna-

tional’, as Portes stressed (2001), so the phenomenon

needs to be better defined and narrowed down

(Bauböck and Faist, 2010) as ‘a concept that seeks

to cover an excessive range of empirical phenomena

ends up applying to none in particular, thereby losing

its heuristic value’ (Portes 2001: 182). Nevertheless,

since transnationalism remains a broad concept, it is

challenging trying to tie together the disparate aspects

of its activities and multidisciplinary dimensions,
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while at the same time establishing clear variables and

limits. Moreover, cross-border activities have always

existed in history (Foner 1997; Mintz 1998), so their

role in the context of transnationalism today must also

be highlighted. In this sense, ‘much is distinctive about

transnationalism today [in the 1990s], not only

because earlier patterns have been intensified or

become more common but because new processes

and dynamics are involved’ (Foner 1997: 356). This

linking of transnationalism to the already-known

phenomenon of cross-border activities was not a

redundant operation, but allowed researchers to more

explicitly point out and study ‘transnational’ practices

and activities (Portes 2003). In order to narrow down

the phenomenon of transnationalism, Portes (2001:

185) distinguished four categories of actions carried

out across national borders: ‘those conducted by

national states; those conducted by formal institutions

that are based in a single country; those conducted by

formal institutions that exist and operate in multiple

countries; those conducted by non-institutional actors

from civil society’. He called the first two types

international; the third type, multinational; and the

fourth type, transnational [for an alternative classifi-

cation of international and multinational see, for

instance, Bauböck (2003)]. Transnational activities

‘represent goal-oriented initiatives that require coor-

dination across national borders by members of civil

society’ (Portes 2001: 186)—thus identifying transna-

tionalism from below.

The majority of scholars have agreed that transna-

tionalism is ‘from below’ (Smith and Guarnizo 1998)

and concerns civil society, as well as individuals and

their formal/informal activities: ‘a ‘‘people-led’’ pro-

cess that exploits the economic and political opportu-

nities presented by globalisation and challenges the

centralising tendencies of nationalism’ (Al-Ali et al.

2001: 578–579). However, there is also transnation-

alism ‘from above’ (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003) in the

corporate and inter-governmental sectors. Again

according to Portes, transnationalism ‘ontologically’

consists of cross-border activities and goal-oriented

relationships involving individuals, civil society, and

non-institutional actors (thus restricting the field of

research). Moreover, migrants need to regularly

maintain these ‘transnational’ relationships and activ-

ities, otherwise they can no longer be considered

transnational (Portes et al. 1999). In this sense, other

scholars have suggested distinguishing between

narrow and broad transnationalism (Itzigsohn et al.

1999), based on the degree/intensity and regularity of

individuals’ transnational activities, as already

stressed by Portes et al. (1999). Itzigsohn et al.

(1999) distinguished between ‘the degree of institu-

tionalisation of various practices, the degree of

involvement of people in the transnational field, and

the degree of movement of people within the transna-

tional geographical space’ (Itzigsohn et al. 1999: 317).

From these studies, qualitative and quantitative vari-

ables to define transnationalism can be derived.

Vertovec (2003) supported the idea that grassroots

resources and private citizens are regularly involved in

transnational activities. These activities affect peo-

ple’s sense of belonging, loyalty, and sense of

attachment. They become multi-local: found and

retained in more than one locality (Klingenberg

et al., 2020). Vertovec (2009) claimed that the

meaning of transnationalism is grounded in six

theoretical premises: social morphology (social net-

works spanning borders), type of consciousness

(multiple identities and sense of belonging), mode of

cultural reproduction (hybridisation of various cultural

phenomena), avenue of capital (activities of transna-

tional corporations), site of political engagement

(cross-border public participation and political organ-

isation through technologies), and (re)construction of

‘place’ or locality (creation of new social spaces

across countries). Meaningful and constant cross-

borders relationships and activities connect all these

aspects, which are inherently transformative, relevant,

and widespread enough to bring about societal struc-

tural change. Indeed, they ‘may contribute signifi-

cantly to broadening, deepening or intensifying

conjoined processes of transformation that are already

ongoing’ (Vertovec 2009). In this way, ‘transnation-

alism has reconstructed localities, regrouping, as a

result of the mobility of both people and ideas, the

practices and meanings derived from multiple geo-

graphical and historical points of origin’ (Rizvi 2019:

277). This has happened because of the greater

‘extensiveness, intensity and velocity of networked

flows of information and resources’ (Vertovec 2004:

972); thus, being inherently in-becoming, transnation-

alism is transformative, powerful enough to trigger

societal changes. Recent literature has already high-

lighted that distinctions such as integration versus

transnationalism, or transnationals versus non-

transnationals, should be revisited (Beauchemin and

123

GeoJournal



Safi 2020; Faist and Bilecen 2017). It is transnation-

alism itself, and its transformative nature, that chal-

lenges these dual categories and distinctions, pushing

forward and challenging their limits and rooting them

in the actual practices and activities of cross-border

individuals.

In this sense, individuals’ integration into host

countries is not necessarily antithetical to transnation-

alism. Here, we are not referring to the normative and

political dimension of integration, but rather to the

migrant’s ‘adaptation processes’ (Erdal and Oeppen

2013: 869) in the host country. These are not fixed

processes, but are instead a relentless negotiation,

Erdal and Oeppen (2013) continued, between individ-

uals (or groups), whereby ‘a membership’ in a

particular place is dynamically agreed, differences

accepted or rejected, and hybrid identities continu-

ously redefined. Indeed, in real life, an individual can

hold multiple identities across borders (Lucas and

Purkayastha 2007), but still be integrated into the host

country, which is compatible with integration in the

form of sociocultural transnationalism: ‘transnational

practices that recreate a sense of community based on

cultural understandings of belonging and mutual

obligations’ (Itzigsohn and Saucedo 2002: 767). There

is also a rejection-based transnationalism (Beau-

chemin and Safi 2020) that is conversely associated

with segregation in the host country, often caused by

racism. In this situation, transnational migrants

increase their connections with, and activities in, the

country of origin, since they feel that that is where they

belong, rather than in the host country. This particular

form of transnationalism takes at least two forms:

A symbolic one, with migrants retaining an

identification with the home country as a reac-

tion to the experience of discrimination and

racism; and an economic one, with migrants

investing at origin and so gaining satisfaction

and prestige in their home society (in contrast to

the frustrations encountered at destination)

(Beauchemin and Safi 2020: 257).

Rejection-based transnationalism might lead to

return migration (discussed later in the article).

Regardless of the integration versus segregation

distinction, and the numerous shades in-between them

in terms of the identity and sense of place and

belonging of the individuals, the question recently

posed in the academic literature was whether everyone

is becoming transnational (Beauchemin and Safi

2020). Studies have indicated how the dualism

between the country of origin and the host country

can be overcome. Transnationalism involves beha-

viours aimed at being and becoming cosmopolitan

(with cosmopolitanism here referring to belonging to

one large global community). Migrants in general (not

only international migrants), and even non-migrant

families that have close ties with transnationals, have

meaningful connections that reach many countries

besides the home country. At least two processes are at

work here simultaneously: ‘on the one hand the

continuing importance of the nation and the emotional

attachments invested in it, and on the other hand those

processes, such as cross-border migration, which are

transnational in form’ (Westwood and Phizacklea

2000: 2). Both cross-border migration and emotional

attachments can involve more than one country and

lead to individuals’ cosmopolitan ways of living.

These are further reinforced by ICT, as discussed later

in this article.

Transnationalism—the empirical perspective

Considering the empirical work on transnationalism, a

key issue is how to measure it (Pötzschke 2012); how

to find a threshold to distinguish transnational from

non-transnational individuals; and whether this still

makes sense in the information age, where everything

is connected. The transnationalism literature has

indicated the criteria to be refined in fieldwork that

follows a pragmatist approach. As mentioned in the

introduction, deductive theory-driven approaches play

a limited role in this, given the inherently in-becom-

ing, changing, and transformative nature of transna-

tionalism. Vertovec suggested cross-fertilisation as a

means to use and mix contributions and methods from

various disciplines to analyse transnationalism. Inter-,

multi-, and trans-disciplinary approaches are crucial.

In this sense, for instance, ‘though not without its

problems and critics, social network analysis has

operationalised many terms and concepts that

researchers of transnational social formations would

do well to bear in mind when collecting, analysing and

describing data’ (Vertovec 2003: 647). These include:

the size of the network and its density, multiplexity

(the overlapping of institutional spheres), clusters (‘a

specific area of a wider network with higher density

than that of the network as a whole’), the strength (or
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weakness) of ties (Granovetter 1973), durability (how

long relationships last over time, when they disappear,

etc.), and frequency (the regularity of contact within

the network). The use of social network analysis

(mapping and measuring relationships and flows

between people, groups, or organisations) as a way

to measure transnationalism (in terms of transnational

fields emerging as social structures) created ‘a family

of indices and strategies to capture and display

variation in embeddedness and transnational span’

(Molina et al. 2014: 234). Vertovec added:

Although all of the above terms and concepts

define (and may be used to quantify) various

aspects of social ties, it remains clear that such

ties are not fixed. As well as being reproduced,

networks are constantly being socially con-

structed and altered by their members (Vertovec

2003: 647).

Vertovec’s insistence on the ontologically transient

nature of transnationalism is reflected in the fragmen-

tation of the discipline and in scholars’ attempts to

measure transnationalism with different variables and

methods. The Horizon 2020 EUCROSS project, for

example, defined indicators for measuring transna-

tionalism (cross-border practices, divided into mun-

dane practices and extraordinary practices) based on

people’s physical mobility, virtual mobility, and

cosmopolitan consumption and competencies. They

added variables relating to transnational background

and private networks, such as being born abroad,

having more than one citizenship, having par-

ent(s) who were born abroad, having a partner who

was born abroad, or having family members and/or

friends from abroad. The specific measurement of

‘extraordinary practices’ challenges the concept of the

‘regularity’ of cross-border activities, demonstrating

the fluidity and the changing nature of the phe-

nomenon; thus, instead of measuring the regularity of

such activities and practices, the focus should be on

their intensity and personal relevance, and on the

impact they have on identity and sense of belonging,

especially in the contemporary information age.

Other attempts to define transnationalism through a

measure of its elements and variables were made by

Ciobanu and Ludwig-Dehm (2020) and Wong

(2007)—to cite only a couple. The latter’s work relied

on a survey which measured transnationalism as a

dichotomous variable and as a scale (Wong 2007: 90).

As dichotomous variable, those who were not transna-

tional had only one (in that case Canadian) citizenship.

For the scale, three variables were selected: ‘citizen-

ship status, family in country of birth, and travel back

to country of origin’ (Wong 2007: 91). Active

citizenship was measured as a dichotomous variable

and as two scales. Other variables were: civic partic-

ipation, political participation, a sense of belonging,

the importance of ethnic/cultural identity to the

individual, and the individual’s experience of ethnic/

racial discrimination. However, once again, such

measurement cannot be universal because of differ-

ences between the countries that accept dual or

multiple citizenship.

It is impossible to report all the multiple facets of

transnationalism in one article, or to list the different

types of variables that scholars have employed to

measure (and limit) it; however, the main variables

can be classified as the type of actors involved

(organisations or private citizens); the type of activ-

ities (sociocultural, economic, political); the degree of

integration/segregation; the degree of cosmopoli-

tanism (whether the actors involved have built mean-

ingful connections with more than two countries,

rather than only with the country of origin and the

current host country); the degree of emotional belong-

ing (to what extent the individuals feel that they

belong to one rather than another country); and the

degree/intensity of connections with the home (or

other) country. Here, an additional challenge is posed

by the notion of a ‘country’, because the migrants are

connected only to some people, organisations, and

institutions in the country of origin or the destination

country. Ultimately, countries are socially con-

structed, imagined communities of which people

perceive themselves to be part (Anderson 1983).

Overall, despite such criteria, researchers may still

define transnationalism differently, according to their

specific empirical context and the fieldwork (Table 1).
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Table 1 Summary of the main definitions of transnationalism (which may overlap)

Type of transnationalism Definitions Main authors

Transnationalism ‘from

above’

‘Home country policies that channel the transnational

activities of migrants’ (Hourani 2012)

Michael Peter Smith, Luis Eduardo

Guarnizo, Jose Itzigsohn, Sarah Mahler,

Eva Østergaard-Nielsen

Transnationalism ‘from

below’

‘Migrant practices relating to their country of origin in

economic, cultural and political terms’ (Hourani 2012)

Michael Peter Smith, Luis Eduardo

Guarnizo, Alejandro Portes

Broad transnationalism ‘Refers to a series of material and symbolic practices in

which people engage that involve only sporadic

physical movement between the two countries, a low

level of institutionalization, or just occasional personal

involvement, but nevertheless include both countries as

reference points’ (Itzigsohn et al. 1999: 323)

Jose Itzigsohn, Carlos Dore Cabral, Esther

Hernandez Medina, Obed Vazquez

Narrow transnationalism ‘Refers to those people involved in economic, political,

social, or cultural practices that involve a regular

movement within the geographic transnational field, a

high level of institutionalization, or constant personal

involvement’ (Itzigsohn et al. 1999: 323)

Jose Itzigsohn, Carlos Dore Cabral, Esther

Hernandez Medina, Obed Vazquez

Rejection-based (reactive)

transnationalism

Symbolic: ‘Identification with the home country as a

reaction to the experience of discrimination and

racism’;

Economic: Investment ‘at origin and so gaining

satisfaction and prestige in their home society’

(Beauchemin and Safi 2020: 257)

Jose Itzigsohn, Silvia Giorguli Saucedo,

Cris Beauchemin, Mirna Safi

Transnationalism: cross-

border activities and

social processes

‘Multiple ties or interactions linking people or

institutions across the borders of nation-states’

(Vertovec 1999: 447);

‘Emergence of a social process in which migrants

establish social fields that cross

geographic, cultural, and political borders’ (Schiller et al.

1992a)

Steven Vertovec, Nina Glick Schiller, Linda

Basch, Cristina Blanc-Szanton

Transnationalism:

economic, sociocultural,

and political

‘Economic initiatives of transnational entrepreneurs who

mobilize their contacts across borders in search of

suppliers, capital and markets’;

‘Political activities of party officials, government

functionaries, or community leaders whose main goals

are the achievement of political power and influence in

the sending or receiving countries’;

‘Socio-cultural enterprises oriented towards the

reinforcement of a national identity abroad or the

collective enjoyment of cultural events and goods’

(Portes et al. 1999: 221)

Aleiandro Portes, Luis Eduardo Guarnizo,

Patricia Landolt

Minor transnationalism ‘Cultural transversalism [that] includes minor cultural

articulations in productive relationship with the major

(in all its possible shapes, forms, and kinds), as well as

minor-to-minor networks that circumvent the major

altogether’ (Lionnet and Shi 2005: 8)

Francoise Lionnet, Shu-mei Shih, Alvin

Wong

Reverse transnationalism Second generation return to homeland and their links to

the country of birth (King and Christou 2010; Reynolds

2011)

Russell King, Anastasia Christou, Tracey

Reynolds
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Promising fields in the study of transnationalism

From the analysis of the literature, specific relevant

lines of research emerged that could be explored in the

future. In the following, we suggest telecommunica-

tions (ICT/the internet/social media), return migration

(aspirations to return, mainly in relation to telecom-

munications), and the legal aspects of the body in

transnational experiences. These topics—or some

aspects of them—are under-researched, as evidenced

by our content analysis; thus, while ICT is widely

discussed in the literature, aspects such as the conse-

quences of ICT on migrants’ mobilities/immobilities

and its enabling of their simultaneous memberships in

multiple social, cultural, and political communities, as

well as the creation of multiple identities across

borders, are worthy of further investigation. Also

generally under-researched is how the migrants’

bodies and movements adapt, in their everyday

micro-practices, to the overlapping of various (and

often contradictory) international and national laws

and regulations and how this is connected to transna-

tional experiences. Finally, in return migration, which

is generally widely discussed in the academic litera-

ture, a promising under-researched topic is how return

aspirations are connected and modified by telecom-

munications, especially by the internet and social

media usage.

As is clear from the above, all these topics partly

overlap and connect with the individual’s imagina-

tion—with his/her being part of imagined home and

host communities influenced by the media, social

media, and various online social networks (Kavoura

and Borges 2016)—as a transversal driver that is

highly conducive to transnational behaviours, activi-

ties, and practices. In this sense, imagination ‘connotes

various ways of being transnational that as yet have no

viable political, economic, and social framework to

sustain adequately the possibilities they might

embrace’ (Hitchcock 2003: 2–3).

Telecommunications: ICT/the internet/social

media

In the literature on transnationalism, the notions of

telecommunications and transnationalism have often

been, and still are, tightly connected. Indeed, the goal

of telecommunications—to connect individuals over

distances, regardless of their place or country—is

inherently transnational (Waldinger 2013). Transna-

tionalism and the consumption of telecommunication

products seem to correlate with a certain set of

background variables. Virtual and physical mobilities

are dependent on the socioeconomic status of people.

Digital divides (individuals’ internet access and

resources, social media, and their impact on these

individuals) still exist according to social status,

gender, and urbanity (Chen 2013), but they are

shrinking as mobile phones and internet access are

becoming ubiquitous. Wealthy people, those with

higher education, the younger generation, employed

men, and people living in urban areas generally have

better access to, and skills for using, the internet and

social media and have greater financial resources to

facilitate a transnational lifestyle (Recchi and Favell

2019). According to Recchi and Favell (2019), higher

education levels and foreign language skills are more

relevant factors than economic status. Furthermore,

the younger generation is more familiar with infor-

mation technology than older people. Regarding

physical mobility and gender differences, women

more often travel virtually than physically; also having

one non-national parent in a family encourages virtual,

but not physical, mobility.

Even though telecommunications and transnation-

alism mutually reinforce each other in various ways,

and in relation to a wide range of variables, the cause-

and-effect relationship between the two phenomena is

hard to identify. One possibility is to use the concept of

imagination in relation to places and communities to

reinforce their connections. The notion of ‘transna-

tionalism online’ or ‘digital transnationalism’ [coined

by Starikov et al. (Starikov et al. 2018)] indicates how

intersections between the media and transnationalism

can result in a qualitatively new phenomenon (Sun and

Sinclair 2016), which has yet to be studied in depth

(Lubbers 2018). They believed that the development

of online communication channels enables instant,

voluntary, often anonymous, and simultaneous mem-

berships in multiple social, cultural, and political

communities (Foner 1997); however, unlike tradi-

tional participation in social group activities, such

involvement is characterised by instability, flexibility,

constant change, and loose ties. This approach

suggests new research questions relating to changes

in belonging to ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson

1983) with the advent of the internet, and, in

particular, in the notions of national and local, how
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they are affected by the mass-mediated imaginary

(Pelliccia 2019), and whether and how the role of

geographical proximity has changed as the crucial

factor in tying communities together. Indeed, the

hybrid augmented reality between physical and digital

spaces is creating cognitive, imagined (but no less

real) travels (Hillmann et al. 2018; Koikkalainen and

Kyle 2016), which bring another novel aspect to the

study of digitally-impaired transnationalism.

Overall, telecommunications allow citizens to ‘in-

habit trans-spatial and transtemporal imaginaries that

dissolve the fixity and boundedness of historical

nationhood and state territorial imperatives’ (Ong

and Nonini 2003: 288). The transnational character of

media products presents both new challenges and

opportunities (Smith 2003) to nation states. Mediated

transnational lifestyles may lead to ‘eroding not only

the nation state’ but also national identities (Aksoy and

Robins 2003); therefore, located in the context of other

states, not only one’s own national identity, but also

other’s national identities, are questioned, redefined,

and modified (Iwabuchi 2019)—and potentially chal-

lenged and imagined differently.

The consumption of certain media products, prior

to factual migration (including return migration),

might lead to aspirations to virtual or even physical

mobility. Indeed, Portes (2003) claimed that virtual

travel and physical mobility are positively correlated.

Media can help normally immobile individuals to

cross national boundaries and, thus, visit a ‘‘‘third

space’’ of transnational encounters’ (Ong and Nonini

2003: 309). In summary, media have the potential to

sustain various kinds of imagination and, therefore,

transnational behaviours, at both the national and

global scales. Additionally, in the current era, in which

social media is increasingly present in people’s

everyday lives, both information and misinformation

(including news and fake news) are distributed rapidly

across populations, heavily shaping their imagina-

tions, their actions, and their decisions.

Nevertheless, being just a call or a ‘chat’ away does

not always mean being fully informed about, or

engaged in, transnational activities. Carling (2008)

raised the question of both the connecting and

disconnecting effects of telephoning. He noticed that

‘even migrants who maintain close contact with their

non-migrant relatives and return to their country of

origin on a regular basis have limited information

about the daily lives of non-migrants’ (2008: 1463);

however, by the 2020s, it has become increasingly

common to share all kinds of mundane details about

one’s everyday life on social media. Sometimes it is

irrelevant whether particular social media group

members live in the same city or in different countries;

nevertheless, the information gaps provide space for

imagination and preconceptions about life on the other

sides of borders. Recchi and Favell (2019) argued that

the limitations of virtual relationships may encourage

people to aspire to physical mobility. Likewise,

intense virtual connections may make migration

easier, since an individual may move into a locality

and circumstances with some pre-existing knowledge

and, similarly, occasional visits to a former country of

origin sustain further virtual communication. Overall,

the research on the complex relationships between

virtual and physical mobilities has provided some

understanding of the consequences of physical

absence and occasional visits for transnationals and

their families, and about the role of imagination in

these mobilities/immobilities.

Nevertheless, the maintenance of transnational

connections may prevent the establishing of beneficial

networks in a new country of residence. Verdery et al.

(2018) suggested that sustaining friendships in the

country of origin can mean withdrawing from friend-

ship networks in the country of residence, potentially

leading to an increasing separation of transnationals

and their segmented integration into marginalised

groups (even though this dualism of integration versus

transnationalism has been questioned, as we showed in

the previous section). The longer transnationals live in

a new destination, the wider local networks they enjoy

(Comola and Mendola 2015), regardless of their

transnational ties, although transnationalism is an in-

becoming phenomenon, so it is not possible to draw

any generalised conclusions. In this sense, similarly to

globalisation, its non-linear movement has been

demonstrated, with transnational ties intensifying in

one period of time and decreasing in another (Jones

2019): for certain individuals, transnationalism is a

temporary, rather than a constant, way of living, where

physical and virtual, mobilities and immobilities, are

lived as flexible, loose, and non-linear spaces in-

between, and where imagination forms a bridge across

these ‘in-between categories’.

In summary, telecommunications and transnation-

alism mutually reinforce each other through various

products, practices, and imaginations. Virtual mobility
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and physical mobility are characterised by strong

interdependence and tend to sustain each other. Future

research could therefore focus on how mobility and

immobility are connected (Ehrkamp 2019) via indi-

viduals’ simultaneous virtual memberships in multiple

social, cultural, and political communities, and how an

individual’s visits to a country of origin may lose their

significance as a necessary prerequisite for knowing

what is going on in that country. The majority of

empirical studies about transnationalism have focused

on Europe, North America, and specific places in Asia.

More analyses are needed relating to other contexts

that have recently experienced a wider distribution of

mobile phones and internet access, such as Africa.

Another important topic to address is the use of the

internet and social media among forcedly displaced

people who are obliged to cross national borders and to

live a contingent transnationalism (Merisalo and

Jauhiainen 2019, 2020). Given the importance of

online social networks, there is a need to study how

relevant to the study of transnationalism is a clear

distinction between mobility and immobility, or even

between the physical and virtual, as has been discussed

in post-migration studies (Moret 2016; Yoon 2016).

Return migration

The connection between transnationalism and return

migration (aspiration) is an increasingly relevant topic

(Carling and Erdal 2014; Carling and Pettersen 2014;

De Haas and Fokkema 2011; Guarnizo 1997; Horst

2007), specifically in relation to imagination and

telecommunications. As previously mentioned, in

transnationalism, connections with the country of

origin are not constantly maintained (transnationalism

per se is not linear, but rather a fluctuating, in-

becoming process), but often change over time; hence,

a migrant may not remain transnational forever.

Nevertheless, transnational connections with the

country of origin might be strong enough to shape

the aspirations, motivations, imaginations, and actions

of transnationals. In this sense, the connections may

even induce a return to the country of origin (Carling

and Erdal 2014) or, at least, be relevant enough for a

migrant to become aware of what kind of context he/

she might be returning to in the country of origin, or to

decide not to return there.

In the literature about transnationalism, return has

been conceptualised, not necessarily as a permanent

move, but rather as a crucial part of the fragmented

journeys of transnationals (Carling and Erdal 2014;

Iaria 2014). Transnationalism and return migration are

embedded in personal ties that introduce emotions,

beliefs, and imagination into the debates. Return visits

also proved to be connected with citizenship, belong-

ing, and transnational identity negotiation for migrants

(Carling and Erdal 2014; De Bree et al. 2010; Duval

2004). Scholars identified the importance of temporal

and spatial dimensions in these practices (Carling and

Erdal 2014): indeed, transnational practices, and

return aspirations, can significantly change over time.

Moreover, the geographical proximity between the

country of origin and that of current residence

influences the frequency of visits and even commu-

nication, thus having an impact on the transnational

lives of migrants (Iaria 2014). The frequency of visits

and communication also, obviously, has an impact on

both the former home community and the current host

community (which has become, or might become,

one’s home community).

Nevertheless, the cause-and-effect relationship

between transnationalism and return migration

remains hard to detect. Some quantitative studies have

shown that transnational practices form a necessary

basis for return migration; for instance, Carling and

Pettersen (2014) demonstrated that developed transna-

tional practices resulted in the higher return aspira-

tions of immigrants. However, visits to a former home

country may help to prevent the romanticising of one’s

homeland; for example, Chang et al. (2017) claimed

that trips to a country of origin reconfirmed the

rightfulness of the decisions some Koreans made to

immigrate to New Zealand and reinforced their

attachment to the host country.

Reasons for returning might stem from the pre-

return transnational practices of migrants. Supporting

social and personal connections, making investments

in the infrastructure of the former home location, or

sending remittances home gives returnees visibility

back in the former home country and among related

communities, creates high social status, and assists in

future reintegration. Lietaert et al. (2017) specified

that remittances may act as a strategic investment,

aimed at improving living conditions in a place where

a migrant plans to settle in the future. It is common for

migrants who aspire to return to use remittances to

build a house or purchase another property in their

former country of origin; for instance, in Dakar,
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Senegal, ‘the majority of building projects are initiated

and sustained by transnational migrants who send

money to families, business partners, and contractors

in the city’ (Melly 2010: 39). Based on the case of

Italians in Switzerland, Wessendorf (2007: 1090)

claimed that ‘owning property in Italy not only

legitimised the return as a strategically possible, final

conclusion of the migration plan, but it also provided a

symbolic site for the (re)united family and an invest-

ment that linked the future generations to the country

of origin’. Moreover, involvement in the activities of

transnational companies facilitates the easy mobility

of individuals between their former homes and current

host states (King and Christou 2014; Kunuroglu et al.

2018). The transnationality of households with, as a

rule, one family member abroad proved to be a

temporary strategy and resulted in the ultimate return

of the breadwinner (Kunuroglu et al. 2018); further-

more, the transnational family might use the return as a

punishment, education, or rehabilitation of their

children (Bolognani 2007). Regarding emotional

connections, often biased information about life in

the country of origin, received via different commu-

nication channels such as TV and social media, may

trigger an idealisation of the homeland. This imagi-

nary homeland often results in nostalgia, homesick-

ness, a ‘myth of return’ or ‘dream of return’, with

moving back perceived as highly desirable, but rarely

implemented (King and Christou 2014; Kunuroglu

et al. 2018; Wessendorf 2007). As Bolognani (2007:

65) stated: ‘[the] imaginary homeland is the antidote to

frustration: if things are not good here for younger

transnationals, they need to believe that elsewhere

there is a place where working towards personal well-

being is possible’.

In addition to the pre-return migration phase,

transnationalism has also been discussed in relation

to a post-return phase. The so-called ‘reverse transna-

tionalism’ of returnees, sustaining connections with a

host state after returning to a country of origin, proved

to be crucial for migrants’ well-being and financial

status (Carling and Erdal 2014; De Bree et al. 2010);

thus, returning does not put an end to transnational

practices and mobility and migrants may still follow

their pre-return trajectories, utilising their social and

professional networks (Iaria 2014). Furthermore,

reverse transnational practices are especially common

among second-generation migrants, who ‘return’ to

their ancestral homelands, but who were not born or

never resided there (King and Christou 2010).

Living across borders and having hybrid identities,

transnationals often feel that they do not fully belong

anywhere. Tsuda (2013: 184) assumed that ‘it is also

possible that ethnic return migrants who suffer con-

siderable exclusion and discrimination in both their

countries of birth and their ethnic homelands may

adopt non-nationalist, diasporic ethnic identities that

are not based on loyalty to either nation-state’. As a

result of unsuccessful returns, as well as weak

integration into a host state, transnational conscious-

ness might be developed (Vertovec 1999: 450), and

this consciousness might be grounded, not only in the

complex emotional and imaginary lives of transna-

tionals, but also in physical ones; for instance,

constantly moving across borders, migrants ‘access

the best of both worlds’—the best products, the most

convenient services, or the cheapest human labour

(Horst 2007). Transnational mobility can thus be

conceived as a strategy of individuals to enhance

benefits and increase resilience, although continuous

commuting can be a time-consuming and tiring

experience.

A future promising line of research is to what extent

the aspiration to return is conditioned by telecommu-

nications, in terms of the internet and social media

usage. Telecommunications facilitate transnational

individuals’ everyday contact with the country of

origin, so it is important to study what kind of content

(formal institutional, informal friendship-based, or

various truthful and fake news groups) influences the

return migration aspirations and the actual return

migration of transnationals. It should also be taken

into account that not all people can return, even if they

would like to; for example, many forcedly displaced

people, or those whose country of origin is suffering

economic hardship. In these cases, ‘protracted’

transnationalism as a continuous imaginary return

can be an important element shaping an individual’s

identity; however, while such an identity prevents an

individual’s (forced or voluntary) assimilation into the

host country, it also creates challenges for his/her

potential reintegration into the home country. The

successful and failed reintegrations of returned

transnationals, and their overall impact on the society

of the former country of origin, remain important

topics to be investigated.
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The body and the law

Gender-related and feminist literature on transnation-

alism is extensive (to cite but a few: Gamburd 2000;

Kea 2020; Lionnet and Shi 2005; Sahoo and

Purkayastha 2020; Salih 2003; Wong 2020). A

promising line of research based on this literature is

to further explore the relationship between transna-

tionalism, the body, and the law. The strand of thought

relating to body politics (and even biopolitics) has

already shown how society greatly influences the body

and its movements. Moreover, bringing attention back

to the body in the field of transnationalism studies

would foster understanding of ‘three crucial aspects of

the incorporation process: identity formation, eco-

nomic mobility, and transnational practices’ (Brown

2016: 14).

In particular, more attention should be paid to the

effect of the law and legal practices on the everyday

lives (including the bodies’ movements and choices)

of transnational migrants. The focus should be on the

connections between the everyday micro-practices of

adaptation and the (often contrasting) legal require-

ments of the countries with which the transnational

migrants are connected. In migration studies, the new

materialism focuses, among other topics, on the

definition of the identity of migrants as never fully

completed bodies: beings always in-becoming, whose

‘borders’ are always challenged in, through, and by

interactions with other bodies-in-space (Papadopoulos

and Tsianos 2008) and with the law. Transnationalism

studies could be conducted to discover how transna-

tionals imagine their bodies across borders, the

belongingness of such imagined bodies to specific

countries, and the (potential) differences between the

imagined transnational bodies and the bodies incor-

porated into everyday micro-activities and legal

frameworks in host countries (Choo 2006). Brown

(2016) highlighted how even withdrawing money

from an ATM in a new host country requires that the

person re-educate his/her body to micro-movements to

which he/she is unaccustomed. The re-education of the

body is an everyday micro-activity ultimately aimed

towards integration, so as not to be pointed at as ‘the

different’ or the ‘foreigner’. In general, this involves

the need to negotiate the everyday in the new spatio-

legal environment of the new country, albeit with an

underpinning spatio-legal layer inherited from the

home country, of which the body of a transnational is

materially made. Some bodies succeed in the negoti-

ation and manage to move-in-space in the way that the

written and non-written rules of the new country

indicate; some do not, with material consequences for

how they come to terms with themselves and their

transnational conditions, build their own social net-

works, integrate successfully (or not), and deal with

the bureaucratic procedures required by states. Of

particular interest as a sub-topic here are the bodies of

migrant mothers, who leave their own families to look

after the children of full-time working women in

industrialised Western countries, as well as ‘in the

middle and upper class households of Asia …, the

Middle East …, and Central and Latin America’ (Lutz

and Palenga-Möllenbeck 2015: 140). This is an

example of the so-called circulation of care, which

accounts for the increased demand for caregivers and,

consequently, the ‘increasing feminisation of migra-

tion worldwide’ (Lutz 2018: 578). When women leave

their own children (who are looked after by other

members of the family) to find jobs as carers for other

children elsewhere, the reunification of transnational

families may happen, but is likely to be hard to

achieve: indeed, ‘live-in caregivers in particular are

obliged to cohabitate with their employer, and cannot

run a separate household with their families’ (Lutz

2018: 580). How do the bodies of these mothers

change when adapting to (and adopting) the laws and

regulations of different countries—and what are the

consequences for the children who are left behind?

Specifically in connection with ICT, how does the

physical absence of mothers from the family of origin

affect their relationships with their children—and to

what extent it is possible to compensate for the ‘absent

body’ by using computer-mediated communication?

Baldassar and Merla recognised that this subject

deserves further investigation:

The fact that migrants can, to various degrees,

maintain a (sometimes daily) virtual presence in

the life of their families via the use of commu-

nication technologies … is both underexplored

and undervalued, as are the visits home to attend

family events such as weddings … or for caring

purposes (2014: 28).

In general, ‘critical feminist care research today is

concerned with the empirical investigation of how

care work is shaped by moral norms and power

structures’ (Lutz and Palenga-Möllenbeck 2015: 144),
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at the same time highlighting the emotional suffering

caused by the exercise of motherhood at a distance.

Even though less emphasised by the literature so far,

these elements may bring attention back to the

relationship between the feminine body and laws and

regulations.

This topic of the body and the law also needs to be

combined with the overarching theme of imagination,

which transversally crosses the majority of literature

on transnationalism. The imagined body and the actual

body shaped by national and international laws, as

well as transnational regulations and local (even non-

written) rules, generate imaginaries crossing coun-

tries, mostly via social networks; for instance, some

transnationals used ‘their bodies to perform upward

mobility to those back home and saw transforming

their bodies as a key to actual incorporation’ (Brown

2016: 24). These performances, with shared pictures

showing off individual wealth that, in fact, does not

exist in the new country of residence, cross social

networks and shape the imaginations of families and

friends who remain in the home countries: ‘immi-

grants alter their dress and grooming practices to

symbolise belonging … and transnational ties’ (Brown

2016: 15). Such selective or purposefully faked

depictions of a country have also been used by

asylum-related migrants, who often wear ‘masks’ and

construct fake identities (Papadopoulos and Tsianos

2008). Many purposefully create an image of success

that is visually effective for transmission online by

selecting specific clothing (albeit borrowed) and

easily-recognisable ‘iconic’ locations (even those that

are usually never visited) for these visual body-related

electronic transmissions. A specific focus on the body

in transnationalism studies could also open up new

empirical investigations of the transnational use of

health services—still under-researched in the transna-

tionalism field. In addition, especially concerning

healthcare services, where the body and feelings such

as trust play a major role, it is necessary to explore how

transmigrants choose whether and where to be cured,

and why, and the role of language and feelings of

belonging on the one hand, and of the law on the other

hand, in these choices: ‘transnational ties shape health-

related behaviours of migrants from the use of

healthcare services to health preferences’ (Kelleher

et al. 2020: 1).

Conclusions

This article has analysed the most recent and relevant

research concerning transnationalism and how it

contributes to framing transnational behaviour, activ-

ities, or practices. So far there is no universal definition

of transnationalism: what is included in it and

excluded from it. Furthermore, the ontological char-

acter of transnationalism is processual and ‘in-becom-

ing’; therefore, what activities, practices, and

behaviours are transnational—and what are not—

largely depends on the methods and materials used and

on the variables proposed by the researchers. In the

information age, it is already debatable whether one

can be fully ‘not transnational’.

However, as common points, transnationalism

‘from below’ (from the viewpoint of individuals and

civil society) concerns cross-border (sociocultural,

political, and/or economic) activities, practices, and

behaviours that are meaningful, affect the identity and

sense of belonging of people, and are carried out on a

regular (not exceptional) basis in the everyday lives of

individuals—even though this latter criterion can be

questioned, as discussed earlier. From these common

(although fluid and ever-changing) points, variables

can be derived that describe the level to which

activities, practices, and behaviours are transnational.

The international literature is full of examples of these

variables, which vary greatly, depending on whether

the used methods are quantitative, qualitative, mixed,

or comparative. The majority of the studies on

transnationalism have relied on qualitative analysis.

From the many studies of transnationalism that we

analysed, promising strands of research have already

emerged. These strands of research need to be based

on clear, but necessarily transient, definitions and

characteristics of transnationalism. This is crucial for

the usability and applicability of transnationalism as a

key concept for analysing and interpreting early

twenty-first century societies; for instance, the close

connection between transnationalism and telecommu-

nications (defined as the use of the internet and social

media in cross-border activities) highlights the poros-

ity of spatio-temporal borders in the information era.

In the contemporary world, consisting of hybrid

augmented reality involving physical and digital

spaces, transnationalism needs to be reconceptualised

in terms of cognitive, imagined travel (Hillmann et al.

2018; Koikkalainen and Kyle 2016) and hybridised
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connected routes (Sánchez-Querubı́n and Rogers

2018). In the same vein, migrants’ aspirations to

return belong to the multiplicities of national and

transnational identities that individuals build (or

dismantle) while living in-between the hybrid,

transnational spaces. Whether the return is then

actualised or not does not make it a less real

experience in terms of decisions, actions, and legal

practices. In addition, definitions of transnationalism

centring on bodily experiences, expressions, and

performances, and how they are influenced by cross-

border and national legal and normative requirements,

remain to be explored.
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