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Early Forms of Transnationalism 
Though lacking the contemporary technologies of communications and transportation, precursors of 
present immigrant transnationalism have existed for centuries. As noted previously, return migration 
and periodic visits to home communities have always taken place, at least among free labour 
migrants. Similarly, regular contacts have always existed among participants in political diasporas 
forced to resettle in a number of different countries (Cohen 1997). Russian Jews escaping the tsarist 
Pale of Settlement at the turn of the twentieth century represent a prominent example (Rischin 1962; 
Howe 1976). So do Armenians fleeing from Turkish oppression (Noiriel 1995), or the vast Spanish 
diaspora following the fascist victory in that country (Weil 1991; Sole 1995).  

While these activities of immigrants and refugees across national borders reinforced bonds between 
the respective communities, they lacked the elements of regularity, routine involvement, and critical 
mass characterizing contemporary examples of transnationalism. Few immigrants actually lived in two 
countries in terms of their routine daily activities. While most dreamed of going back one day, this 
long-term goal was countermanded by the concerns and needs of their new lives and, for many, 
eventually faded away (Handlin 1973; Thomas and Znaniecki 1984).  

There have, however, been some examples of economic and political transnationalism in history. They 
include what Curtin (1984) has labeled ‘trade diasporas’; that is, communities composed of itinerant 
merchants who settled in foreign jurisdictions in order to engage in commerce. Those who simply 
settled abroad and became progressively integrated into local ways fit more appropriately the 
definition of immigrant entrepreneurs. Yet those who self-consciously preserved their distinct identities 
as members of a trading diaspora, cultivating their networks across space, and traveling back and 
forth in pursuit of their commercial ventures can legitimately be dubbed transnational entrepreneurs.  

Thus, the foreign enclaves established by Venetian, Genoese and Hanse merchants throughout 
medieval Europe and identified by Pirenne (1970) with the revival of European trade symbolize an 
early example of economic transnationalism under difficult political conditions. The international 
activities of Genoese bankers under the protection of their Spanish Habsburg allies were so 
considerable as to have been identified, by at least one author, as initiators of the ‘First wave’ of 
modern capitalist accumulation (Arrighi 1994). Enclaves of commercial representatives engaged in 
various forms of transnational trade were established by the Portuguese, Dutch and English in 
successive stages of the European colonization of Africa and the Americas (Dobb 1963; Hardoy 1969; 
Arrighi 1994). In more recent times the overseas Chinese represent a typical example of a community 
of transnational traders (Freedman 1959; Lim 1983; Granovetter 1995).  

Note the difference between these exceptional cases and the vast movement of European settlers into 
the newly-opened lands of Africa, the Americas and Oceania. Like subsequent labour immigrants, 
immigrant colonizers harboured dreams of riches and eventual return, but their daily activities 
confronted them with the realities of a new country and, in the process, many became permanently 
settled in the colonies (Wittke 1952; Tilly 1978; Portes and Walton 1981; Tinker 1995). By and large, 
early examples of economic transnationalism were of an elite type, involving merchants and 
commercial representatives of some means who maintained a firm affiliation with their home offices 
and communities, and who relied on long-distance networks for their own economic survival.  

For examples of a more popular type of precursors to contemporary transnational activities, one must 
wait for the onset of induced circular labour migrations in the nineteenth century. The organization of 
circular movements of formally free foreign labourers across state borders does not materialize on a 
massive scale until that time. It corresponds to a period of relatively advanced industrial capitalism, 
where the expansion of industry and commercial agriculture ran up against the barrier of dwindling 
domestic labour supplies (Lebergott 1964). There is no question that the agents who engaged in 
organizing this traffic were transnational entrepreneurs. What made the venture transnational for the 
labourers themselves was their short tenure abroad, their dependence on home country networks for 

 

Transnationalism in Historical Perspective 



GLOPP, 2007 2 

initiating the trip and investing its eventual profits, and the regularity with which subsequent trips were 
made (Galarza 1977; Cohen 1988; Noiriel 1995).  

The mass US-bound European labour migration at the turn of the twentieth century seldom took the 
form of a deliberately organized circular labour flow. However, other movements were. They include 
the mass recruitment of Poles for work in the heavy industries and mines of the Ruhr in Bismarck 
Germany (Weber 1906 [1958]), the engagement of Algerians and other North Africans by pre-World 
War II French industry (Weil 1991), and the mass labour migration of Mexicans to the American 
Southwest (Santibañez 1930; Barrera 1980). Indeed, the popularity of Mexican labour for American 
ranchers and railroad builders hinged on its temporary orientation and willingness to return when no 
longer needed. This feature became permanently institutionalized with the onset of the Bracero accord 
between Mexico and the United States (Samora 1971; Portes and Bach 1985).  

Instances of early political transnationalism were even less common, but those that existed frequently 
had momentous consequences. They include the dedicated efforts of certain leaders and activists 
abroad to liberate their native lands from foreign control or to support a nascent national state. 
Examples were commonly found among immigrants coming from stateless nations in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. According to Glazer (1954, p. 161), the first paper in the Lithuanian 
language was published in the United States and the nation of Czechoslovakia was, in a sense, ‘made 
in America’, under the leadership of the sociologist Tomas Masaryk.  

Labour immigrants seldom engaged in this kind of transnational politics full time, but they provided the 
money and moral support to keep the cause alive at home. Under the leadership of its honorary 
president, Paderewski, the Polish Relief Central Committee in the United States contributed hundreds 
of thousands of dollars to the cause of Polish national liberation in the early twentieth century (Glazer 
1954; Rosenblum 1973). The Republic of Cuba was also, in a sense, founded in New York, first under 
the leadership of Jose Marti and his Cuban Revolutionary Party, and then through the agitation of 
exiles that helped to bring about US intervention against Spain (Thomas 1971, pp. 291–309; Portell-
Vila 1986, pp. 29–33).  

These examples make clear that contemporary transnationalism had plenty of precedents in early 
migration history. Yet these examples were, for the most part, exceptional and lacked the novel 
features that have captured the attention of researchers and that justify the coining of a new concept. 
For all their significance, early transnational economic and political enterprises were not normative or 
even common among the vast majority of immigrants, nor were they undergirded by the thick web of 
regular instantaneous communication and easy personal travel that we encounter today. 
Contemporary transnationalism corresponds to a different period in the evolution of the world 
economy and to a different set of responses and strategies by people in a condition of disadvantage to 
its dominant logic. Herein lies the import of its emergence.  

 

The Rise of Transnationalism  
The rise of different forms of grass-roots transnationalism has both theoretical and practical 
significance. Theoretically, because it represents a distinct form of immigrant adaptation to those 
described in the past literature. Practically, because it offers an option to ordinary people not present 
in the past, either in their own countries or in those to which they migrate. As the process acquires 
momentum, grass-roots transnational-ism has the potential of subverting one of the fundamental 
premises of capitalist globalization, namely that labour stays local, whereas capital ranges global. By 
availing themselves of the same technologies that make corporate strategies possible, transnational 
entrepreneurs not only deny their own labour to would-be employers at home and abroad but become 
conduits of information for others. In this manner, they help to reduce the informational gap between 
those engaged in the expansion of ‘transnationalism from above’ and subordinate groups formerly at 
the mercy of these strategies.  

This line of reasoning, based on the empirical material available so far, can be summarized in three 
substantive propositions. They do not address the basic preconditions of transnationalism, as above, 
nor its specific determinants in given countries but the broad dynamics of the phenomenon and its 
potential implications: 1) the emergence of these activities is tied to the logic of capitalist expansion 
itself; 2) while following well-established principles of social network development, transnational 
communities represent a phenomenon at variance with conventional expectations of immigrant 
assimilation; 3) because transnational enterprise is fuelled by the dynamics of capitalism, it has 
greater potential as a form of individual and group resistance to dominant structures than alternative 
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strategies. These substantive propositions rely for empirical justification on descriptive studies of 
several immigrant communities, but a brief clarification of their rationale is in order.  

1. Transnationalism and capitalist expansion  

The real and growing demand for immigrant labour in the advanced countries furnishes the raw 
material for the rise of transnational enterprise. Different groups of employers in the First World have 
required and benefited from the presence of immigrant workers, but the latter also learn to adapt to 
their new conditions. Unlike the situation earlier in the century, when immigrants were mainly 
employed in industry, at present they cluster in low-paid agriculture and menial services with few 
possibilities for advancement (Sassen 1989, 1995; Roberts 1995). These conditions provide every 
incentive to seek other avenues for economic mobility, among which knowledge and access to goods 
and services across national borders represent an important one.  

Technological advances in long-distance transport and communications facilitate exploiting these 
opportunities for reasons we have already examined. In this fashion, a class of transnational 
entrepreneurs emerges to bridge the distinct but complementary needs of migrant and home country 
populations. Demand for news and information, foods and cultural products from their home country is 
high in expatriate communities, while desire for appliances, advanced electronic products, and 
investments financed by immigrant capital is widespread among the population left behind. The 
presence of multinational corporations and the efficient marketing of their products in most sending 
countries fuels these desires by creating new consumption aspirations, difficult to fulfill by people 
within the limits of Third World economies (Alba 1978; Portes and Böröcz 1989; Grasmuck and Pessar 
1991). Immigrants provide a ready solution by acquiring abroad and sending the desired goods to kin 
and friends and by making them accessible to others at cut-rate prices.  

2. Immigrant adaptation  

In keeping with the assumption that labour stays local, the immigration literature has generally 
assumed that, once newcomers arrive, they settle in the host society and undergo a gradual but 
inevitable process of assimilation (Gordon 1964; Alba 1985; Alba and Nee 1997). This literature 
makes allowance for a flow of returnees to their home countries, but not for sizeable back-and-forth 
movements and regular exchanges of tangible and intangible goods between places of origin and 
destination. These movements and the binational field that they gradually create amount to an 
alternative adaptation path for immigrants in the advanced world. Whereas, previously, economic 
success and social status depended exclusively on rapid acculturation and entrance into mainstream 
circles of the host society, at present they depend (at least for some) on cultivating strong social 
networks across national borders.  

For immigrants involved in transnational activities and their home country counterparts, success does 
not so much depend on abandoning their culture and language to embrace those of another society as 
on preserving their original cultural endowment, while adapting instrumentally to a second (Goldring 
1996; Guarnizo 1997). In the United States it is thus possible for immigrants to engage in transnational 
activities without knowing English well and while remaining marginal to the American social 
mainstream. This alternative path to economic and status achievement opens a host of new 
adaptation possibilities involving both immigrants and their offspring.  

Some of these still unexplored possibilities include: a) successful transnational entrepreneurs 
eventually returning home, taking their children with them; b) transnationals giving up these activities 
to seek full assimilation into the receiving society; c) their remaining indefinitely in the transnational 
field, but their children becoming fully assimilated to the host society; d) parents passing on to their 
offspring both their transnational skills and outlooks, perpetuating this social field across generations. 
It is still too early to tell which of these (or other) alternatives will become dominant, but it seems clear 
that they can transform the normative assimilation story, with major consequences for both sending 
and receiving countries.  

3. Effective resistance  

The international expansion of capitalism in search of broader markets and cheaper labour has led to 
various attempts to resist its depredations. A prominent example is the ‘labour standards’ movement 
which has sought to halt the wholesale transfer of low-tech industry to less developed countries by 
imposing First World labour standards on these nations (Piore 1990). The idea, supported by trade 
unionists and some institutional economists, is to condition access of Third World imports to markets 
in the advanced countries to the observance of protective labour covenants. Goods produced under 
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conditions of high labour exploitation would be barred and, in this manner, workers’ rights in both 
advanced and poorer nations could be protected (Fields 1990).  

The difficulty with these lofty ideals is that it is difficult to put them into practice. Enforcement of labour 
standards falls mainly into the hands of Third World governments that are either not up to the task or 
are unwilling to carry it out. There is good reason for this unwillingness, since too strict an enforcement 
of labour codes would simply stimulate foreign industries to move to the next low-wage country 
(Portes 1994).  

For this reason, manufactured imports from numerous Third World countries continue to flow into the 
United States and Western Europe with not a question asked about the labour conditions under which 
they were produced.  

Under the conditions set by global capitalism at present, mobilization of social networks for 
engagement in transnational ventures offers to Third World workers and immigrants abroad a superior 
alternative. This is because the viability of these activities does not depend on cumbersome legal 
covenants or the goodwill of government officials, but on the skills of individuals and the activation of 
their social capital. For this reason, a number of ordinary people have ceased awaiting redress from 
distant governments and ponderous international bureaucracies to confront the challenges of the new 
capitalist world economy on their own. The process can become cumulative and in time, embrace a 
sizeable proportion of the relevant populations (Sassen 1988; Guarnizo 1992; Portes and Dore 1994).  

Just as in the past, migration abroad became ‘the thing to do’ in certain Third World countries and 
localities (Cornelius 1982, 1987; Massey 1987; Massey and Goldring 1994); in time transnational 
activities may evolve into the normative adaptation path among those groups seeking to escape the 
fate of cheap labour at home or abroad. It should be noted, however, that the parallels between 
economic transnationalism from above, as sponsored by multinational corporations, and its grass-
roots counterpart, are only partial. Though both make extensive use of new technologies and depend 
on price and information differentials across borders, large corporate actors rely primarily on their 
financial muscle to make such ventures possible, whereas immigrants depend on their social capital. 
The long-distance networks that underlie the viability of such small enterprises are constructed 
through a protracted and frequently painful process of adaptation to a foreign society (Mahler 1995; 
Smith 1995; Goldring 1996). In turn, the onset of this strategy leads to the expansion of cross-border 
ties. In this manner, transnational enterprise expands and thickens cumulatively the original web of 
social relations that made it possible. 
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