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Tonight, I’m babysitting. When my wife is home alone and has to cook, 
for example, she turns the camera on the children and goes down to the 
kitchen to take care of the meal. I keep an eye on them, and if one of 
them starts crying, I send her a text message. (Stefan2, computer pro-
grammer, 43 years old)

Nowadays, using a camera to look after one’s children is hardly out of 
the ordinary – or it would not be, if the Romanian computing professional in 
the opening quote were in the next room. But he is in his apartment in Toronto, 
several thousand kilometers away from his wife and sons, who are spending a 
few months in their second home in Romania. This is a telling story about how 
the Internet and other information and communication technologies (ICTs) are 
changing the transnational experiences of migrants and nonmigrants, creating 
the feeling of living in a smaller world.

1	 A previous version of this chapter was first published as “(Re)penser le transnationalisme et 
l’intégration à l’ère du numérique. Vers un tournant cosmopolitique dans l’étude des migrations 
internationales?”, in Revue Européenne des Migrations Internationales, 26(2): 33–55. The 
author is grateful to REMI’s editor for permission to publish it in this book.

2	 Names cited have been changed.

1Published in Söderström Ola et al. (Eds), Critical Mobilities, 7, 177-199, 2013
which should be used for any reference to this work



Once seen as a “double absence” (“not here, nor there”) (Sayad 1999), 
the contemporary migrant is developing new ways of being together within a 
web of social ties that span borders. He is able to master new geographies of 
everyday life and strategically use his multiple belongings and identifications 
within a ubiquitous regime of co-presence engendered by the technological 
developments of the twenty-first century. In a world transformed by increas-
ing various border-crossing mobilities and complex globalization processes, 
the digital revolution transforms in complex ways the dynamics of interna-
tional migrations, by generating a multiplicity of flows characterized by the 
simultaneity and intensity of transnational exchanges. Indeed, the above quote 
by a Romanian migrant living in Switzerland illustrates the chasm between 
such modes of communication and early twentieth-century letters sent by the 
Polish peasant in the United States to stay in contact transnationally (Thomas 
and Znaniecki [1919] 1998), or the audio tapes with which Algerian migrants 
living in France used to communicate with relatives back home in the 1980s 
(Sayad 1985).

Today, the Internet facilitates the co-presence of mobile actors in mul-
tiple locations and allows the emergence of new transnational habitus. It also 
enhances new connected ways of mobilization and cohesion at a distance, 
although there are still many (unskilled) migrants that cannot benefit yet on 
a large scale from the digital revolution. These phenomena reflect into new 
power asymmetries and inequalities, while significantly transforming how 
individuals perceive their place in the world. The resulting social change 
reveals a new meaning of migrants’ transnational practices, as well as the 
challenges faced by host states and the policy projects they implement to inte-
grate these migrants.

Complex and deep interconnections between global dynamics and local 
processes are part and parcel of this social change. This ontological reality 
challenges social sciences both theoretically and methodologically, as not 
only does globalization alter the relationship between nation-states and their 
societies, but it also changes societies from within, through what Ulrich Beck 
(2002) calls the “cosmopolitanization of nation-state societies.” Scholars that 
talk about a “mobility turn” in social sciences (Urry 2007; Hannam et al. 2006) 
consider mobility as the main new paradigmatic approach to study society and 
social transformation; that is, social scholars should adopt a mobile lens, one 
that “connects the analysis of different forms of travel, transport, and com-
munications” (Urry 2007: 6).
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As a primary form of border-crossing movements, international migra-
tion appears as a first-choice object to study through a “mobility lens,” Never-
theless, while the mobility paradigm is gaining momentum (Cresswell 2010), 
this chapter takes a different epistemological argument and aims at opening 
the way to a new (cosmopolitan) approach to transnationalism and migrant 
integration in the digital era. It argues that migration studies could make a 
significant contribution towards a post-nation epistemological shift when 
related to a broader debate of the “national” limits of social sciences’ concep-
tual tools. I will begin by unpacking the complexities of such a research per-
spective based on empirical considerations. Choosing ICTs as a lens through 
which transnational processes may be read, I will put specific focus on three 
types of technology: digital and satellite media, the Internet and computer-
mediated communication, and mobile telephones. In line with the topic of this 
book, the study of the social impact of these technologies in migration context 
will open discussion on a different aspect of mobility paradigm, as “the more 
television, but also the mobile phone and the Internet, become part of the 
fittings of homes, the more the sociological categories of time, space, place, 
proximity and place change their meaning. Because this domestic information 
technology interior potentially makes those who are absent present, always 
and everywhere” (Beck 2002: 31).

Articulated around the banal cosmopolitanization of social life and the 
emergence of new transnational social habitus (Nedelcu 2012), the empirical 
evidence offers arguments for a critique of the limits to migration theory that 
methodological nationalism imposes. After a brief overview of the transna-
tional studies approach, I propose to revisit the national–transnational nexus 
by putting into perspective the debate raised by Ulrich Beck’s “cosmopolitan 
vision” to reframe the question of transnationalism. By expanding on Beck’s 
general social theory (Beck 2006), which is based on a cosmopolitan and 
ambivalent “new social grammar,” I will set forth a new avenue for research 
that makes possible a doubly inclusive approach. This approach allows push-
ing past the limits of methodological nationalism and beyond traditional 
dichotomies such as mobile/sedentary, native/foreign, or included/excluded in 
order to provide a different explanation for the coexistence of local and par-
ticularistic movements with more global and universal orientations. In conclu-
sion, I will sketch out the principal avenues for a new research approach to the 
study of international migrations.
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Information and Communication Technologies – 
A New Key Reading of Transnational Migration

In 1994, in his book Welcome to Cyberia, Arturo Escobar[Q7.1] drew anthro-
pologists’ attention to the need for “cybercultural studies” that could describe, 
analyze, and help explain how our construction of reality is changed and 
negotiated by the adoption of ICTs at all levels of social life (Panagakos and 
Horst 2006). Pushing past the initial dialectic of technological and sociologi-
cal determinism (Jouët 1992), numerous scholars have turned their attention 
to the impact of the Internet and online interactions on identity, order, and 
social control; the structure and dynamic of virtual communities; and forms 
and principles of collective action (Kollock and Smith 1999; Wellman and 
Haythornthwaite 2002; Wellman and Gulia 1999; Proulx and Latzko-Toth 
2000; Miller 2011). Today, digital media, Internet-mediated communication, 
and so-called “virtual” practices cannot be dissociated from offline practices 
and from individuals’ daily lives (Miller 2011; Miller and Slater 2000). De 
facto, intense online sociability also reinforces close-range social contacts and 
ties, and vice versa (Wellman and Gulia 1999; Wellman and Haythornthwaite 
2002; Ellison et al. 2007).

This is particularly striking in the case of mobile individuals  
(Silverstone 2003) and migrant communities (Nedelcu 2003; 2009[Q7.2]; 
2010) who combine various modes of interaction, information, and long-
distance and close-range communication to mobilize resources and weave a 
dense fabric of (transnational) social ties.

I will thus take a closer look at three technologies that have contributed 
to a profound transformation of the processes of identity (re)construction in 
migration, to the mixing of cultural models, and to the establishment of new 
relationships among immigrant and native populations, as well as to an inten-
sification of transnational exchanges and flows. Namely: (1) digital and satel-
lite media; (2) the Internet; and (3) mobile telephone communications.

Digital and satellite media

Starting in the 1990s, ethnic media burgeoned thanks to new digital compres-
sion technologies and the arrival of Ku-band satellites that could broadcast 
large numbers of radio and television channels. So-called “diaspora broadcast-
ing” for “minority” and “delocalized” audiences grew exponentially (Karim 
1999). What was the impact of such broadcasting on identity processes, on the 
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emergence of new “imagined communities” in the diaspora, and on migrants’ 
social cohesion, citizenship, and social integration?

Several studies report cultural changes brought about by expanded 
access to mass media (radio, television, and newspapers) produced and dis-
tributed in both host and origin countries. Asu Aksoy and Kevin Robins, in 
their study of the media and cultural practices of the Turkish diaspora in the 
United Kingdom, France, and Germany, show that satellite television systems 
make it possible for migrants to “routinely watch television from Turkey, and 
to be thereby in synchronized contact with everyday life and events in Turkey” 
(Aksoy and Robins 2002: 6). This possibility transforms the way in which 
separation and distance from the country of origin are experienced. Further, 
the authors deconstruct an approach that has been framed too “nationally,” 
intensifying fears that satellite broadcasting of Turkish television threatens 
efforts towards unity, cohesion, and integration in German society (Robins 
2001). Such an approach emphasizes the emergence of a “global diaspora 
culture” in which ethnic, national, or religious identities tend to be reinforced 
and essentialized. By proposing a different reading of this “banal transnation-
alism” (Rigoni 2001), Aksoy and Robins (2002) show that, to the contrary, 
such television programming offers direct contact with the reality of life in 
Turkey, and, consequentially, provides “cultural demythologization” that bal-
ances and corrects conservative tendencies individuals may feel with regard 
to their cultural identity. Thus, migrants can develop a critical attitude toward 
their original cultural heritage (Robins 2001). Hence, culture emerges “as a 
way of thinking, not of belonging” (Robins 2001: 33). This approach offers 
an innovative research perspective that accounts for the experiences of the 
“empirical people,” going beyond the “fictive unity” (Robins 2001: 30–32) of 
the “imagined communities” (Anderson, 1991).

In her work on Turkish and Kurdish media in Europe, Isabelle Rigoni 
(2001) underlines the role of ethnic media in the exercise of “total citizen-
ship,” defined as “a key word in debates over desirable combinations of rights, 
responsibilities and competences” (Rigoni 2002: 1). Among other things, she 
notes the role of satellite television programming in updating perceptions of 
“territorial, cultural, social, and political belonging,” and encouraging trans-
national practices among the second generation.

For parents of migrants who move abroad to join their children (“gener-
ation zero,” Nedelcu 2009b), satellite television also helps to overcome social 
exclusion in the host society. Called upon to care for their grandchildren, they 
are thrust into mobility without necessarily possessing adequate social and 
linguistic capacities. By listening to the radio, reading newspapers online 
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in their mother tongue and attentively following Romanian satellite televi-
sion broadcasts, these migrants succeed in preserving sociocultural stability  
(Nedelcu 2009c; 2009b).

The Internet

Emailed photographs, webcam images, communication via MSN, Skype, 
work teleconferencing, and more recently, social network sites – all of these 
are examples of co-presence and continuous participation that allow users, 
however geographically distant they may be, to remain in phase with a given 
world from a sociocultural standpoint. Discussion forums and email have 
become the most rapid and inexpensive means to communicate with friends 
and relatives, whether in one’s country of origin or spread out across the 
globe. They also allow expats to network. Romanian computer programmers, 
for example, have used the Internet, and in particular the website www.the-
bans.com, to create a central migratory platform for Romanian professionals 
in Canada, and a privileged tool for reproducing social capital and community 
grouping. Indeed, online migrant networks have served as a crucible for com-
munity, making it possible for migrants to acclimate from a distance to the 
realities of the host society and facilitating their integration into the Canadian 
job market. While helping new migrants to establish roots in the host society, 
this website also encouraged the reproduction of the culture of origin through 
the creation in Toronto of a Romanian association and a Romanian school 
(Nedelcu 2002, 2009).

ICTs also make it possible to act on and be present in the national 
space from a distance. Romanian academics have used the Internet to cre-
ate an e-diaspora network, and contribute to public debates as full members 
of Romanian civil society. Their international expertise has allowed them to 
have a significant impact on the process of education and research reform in 
Romania (Nedelcu 2009a).

It is also worth noting that social ties among migrants and nonmigrants 
are currently undergoing a significant transformation as ICTs have set in 
motion complex processes of transnational socialization. Innovative practices 
offer a glimpse of changes in long-distance family dynamics. The following 
story evokes the emergence of a co-present world in which intergenerational 
ties between a grandmother in Romania and her granddaughter in Toronto are 
reproduced in a surprising manner:
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When my mother-in-law goes to Romania and my daughter cannot 
go with her, we’ve found an ingenious way for them to spend time 
together. They daily connect via webcam and talk to each other; my 
mother-in-law helps her and keeps an eye on her when she does her 
homework. It’s convenient, and comforting to us, because we know 
she’s not getting into trouble at home; it’s a way for us to keep an eye 
on her, as well. (computer programmer, 35 years old)

Thus, intergenerational transmission may be (re)produced across long 
distances in entirely new ways, leading to the emergence of new transnational 
habitus (Nedelcu 2009c; 2010; 2012). Henceforth the internet is a resource 
of sharing in everyday life in which geographical and emotional boundaries 
seem considerably to diminish; a Romanian migrant in Switzerland describes 
how communication with the family left back home evolved through ICT’s 
daily use:

I am always online: while I am cooking, the webcam is on and we talk, 
I can look at them at odd moments […] With my mother, I can talk and 
do other things, I plug in loudspeaker, I iron, I do the cleaning, I talk 
to her […] It forms a part of my everyday life […] I don’t feel as if I 
had left Romania. I feel so close to them as I would live over there, as a 
unity. (female dentist, 40 years old)

Moreover, ICTs are no longer the exclusive domain of highly qualified 
migrants. They are used innovatively by broad categories of mobile popula-
tions, even as new inequalities – of access and of knowledge – are emerging 
that discriminate against migrants who lack computer literacy (e.g., those who 
are under-qualified, elderly, or come from Southern-hemisphere countries) 
(see Wellman and Haythornthwaite 2002; Georgiou 2005; Mattelart 2009). 
Indeed, several studies are showing that ICTs can be resources for migrants 
living in precarious situations; for example, the Internet has provided new 
spaces for social self-expression, struggle, and integration for marginalized 
migrant populations. It has become a community space for Ethiopian refu-
gees in the United Kingdom (Georgiou 2002), for example, and was a new 
ground for activism in the Tunisian, Mauritian, and Chinese dissident com-
munities (Egré 2002). Burmese refugees (mainly based in India and Thailand) 
have appropriated the Internet as a privileged space for their political activ-
ism; at the same time, it has also served to help reinforce their identity as 
refugees, by essentializing certain traits and values in exile (Baujard 2008).  
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The Internet has also allowed the Kurdish diaspora to reinforce a space for 
collective memory and to express its territorial claims (Georgiou 2002).

All of these examples demonstrate that poor, undereducated, and  
elderly migrants, as well as those living in highly precarious situations 
(socially, economically, or legally) can also appropriate and use sophisticated 
technologies.

Mobile telephones

Mobile telephones and inexpensive prepaid phone cards have an impact 
on reproducing social ties in migratory situations by adding to the “social 
glue” that binds transnational migrants to family, colleagues, and friends who 
have remained in the country of origin or who reside elsewhere in the world  
(Vertovec 2004b).

These technologies are often associated with private usages; never-
theless, they simultaneously penetrate the public and private spaces. Claire 
Scopsi (2004) has studied so-called “communication shops” in Paris, in par-
ticular in the Château Rouge neighborhood, which has a high concentration 
of immigrant populations concentrated around the Marché Africain (African 
Market). She has shown how “the trade in collective access to digital net-
works” which combines international phone service, mobile phone service, 
fax services, and Internet access, has participated in the constitution of a 
public space for migrants and in the development of transnational economic 
activity that reflects a “multifaceted vision of integration: conscious belonging 
to multiple geographic spaces that is constantly reactivated by contemporary 
communication technologies” (Scopsi 2004).

Dana Diminescu (2002) showed how undocumented African migrants 
in Paris made use of mobile phones as tools of mobilization for regulariza-
tion; she also described the case of Romanian street vendors of newspapers 
for which mobile communication was the key for networking to find work. 
Heather Horst (2002), while investigating the lifestyles of Somali refugees 
in camps in Dadaab, in northeastern Kenya, discovered the role of mobile 
phones’ ICT in money transfers. The refugees relied on aid from support net-
works and “clan” solidarity. They received constant help from peers living 
abroad and in particular through a semiformal system of communications and 
banking services operating via phone, fax, and, more recently, text messages 
and emails (Horst 2002).
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Compounding ICTs

Current advances in digital communications combining the Internet and 
mobile phone technologies have opened the way for new usages. Wireless 
connections have turned computers into portable communication tools; they 
have also facilitated online channels for interactive communication that are 
accessible through an ever-increasing number of devices. Mobile telephones 
are now as multifunctional as computers, providing continuous multimedia 
connectivity with which users can surf the web, check email, watch television, 
and access medical services. The resulting opportunities for mobile individu-
als to proliferate their ties to different worlds of belonging are becoming ever 
bigger.

New technologies also make it possible to reproduce interactions 
resembling face-to-face communication by combining written, vocal, and 
visual forms of expression. An interviewee in Toronto, for example, commu-
nicates with her sister via email and text message on a daily basis. They email 
each other every morning, and may send each other multiple text messages 
in the course of the day (often via the Internet to avoid expense) to share 
immediate feelings or offer a quick answer to a question. In this way, over a 
great distance, they reproduce and extend the complicity that has linked them 
since childhood. At the same time, audiovisual conversations over Skype 
bring together their extended family, spread out across Canada, Romania, 
the United States, and Switzerland. Family members may thus make quick 
collective decisions on family issues and problems, for example regarding 
aging parents (Nedelcu 2010). Are such delocalized “family councils” held 
in a virtual “non-space” a prototype for new transnational social structures? 
At the very least, we can affirm with some certainty that these new modes of 
interaction – through rapid, frequent communications – provide what Chris-
tian Licoppe calls a “connected presence.” “It is through the frequency and 
continuity of this flow – in which the fact of calling counts at least as much if 
not more than which is said, and which a presence is guaranteed by express-
ing a state, feeling or emotion rather than by constructing a shared experience 
through relating past events and giving one’s news – that the strength of the 
interlocutors’ mutual engagement in the relationship is guaranteed” (Licoppe 
2004: 152).

Madianou and Miller (2012) have noticed the importance of the 
“shift towards a situation of multiple media”; they propose the concept of 
polymedia to capture, on the one hand, the “new emerging environment  
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proliferating communicative opportunities” and on the other hand, “the social 
and emotional consequences of choosing between a plurality of media rather 
than simply examining the particular features and affordances of each par-
ticular medium” (Madianou and Miller 2012: 8). These authors show “how 
the existence of multiple alternatives within an integrated communicative 
structure leads to a different environment for relationship themselves[Q7.3]” 
(Madianou and Miller 2012: 14). The compound use of ICTs thus constitutes 
an important strategy for “constructing or imagining a ‘connected relation-
ship’, and enabling them to overlook their physical separation – even if only 
temporarily” (Wilding 2006: 132).

Unpacking Transnationalism: Complex 
Theoretical and Empirical Perspectives

For the past twenty years, studies of international migrations have been influ-
enced by the paradigm of transnational mobility. The notion of transnational-
ism, most developed by American sociologists and anthropologists, points to 
the emergence of a “social process in which migrants establish social fields 
that cross geographic, cultural and political borders” (Glick-Schiller et  al. 
1992: ix). The migrants here are therefore “living lives across borders” (Grillo 
2000). Their sociability networks weave a strong social fabric that stretches 
beyond national borders, inscribed – at the very least – in the host and home 
country (Potot 2007), while their identities are defined with regard to more 
than one nation-state (Glick-Schiller et al. 1994). This has given rise to new 
analytical models, as well as a resurgent interest in the use of older ideas, such 
as the diaspora, to describe new realities (Chivallon 2006; Schnapper 2001; 
Dufoix 2008). The transnational approach has also made it possible to decon-
struct the image of the uprooted and “doubly absent” migrant (Sayad 1999), 
who, it was supposed, broke with the country of origin in order to assimilate 
with the host society. Instead, this approach highlights the virtues of imagin-
ing a “connected migrant” (Diminescu, 2005), one who is an actor in multiple 
exchanges between host and home society, flexible enough to switch between 
“here and there,” to alternate, and even to become co-present.

Nevertheless, migrant transnationalism is not a recent phenomenon 
(Thomas and Znaniecki [1919] 1998; Portes et  al. 1999; Vertovec 1999; 
Schnapper 2001). Indeed, migratory movements, long-distance exchanges, 
and the multiple identifications of migrants pre-date the modern era and the 
political organization of the nation-state. However, in their contemporary 
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form, transnational practices largely benefit from contemporary technologies. 
The Internet, mobile telephones, and digital media have all engendered pos-
sibilities for co-presence that were difficult even to imagine few decades ago. 
They enabled new forms of migrant transnationalism characterized not only 
by the growing intensity of transnational exchanges and activities, but also by 
a ubiquitous system of communication that allows migrants to connect with 
multiple, geographically distant and culturally distinct worlds with which they 
identify and participate on a daily basis (Vertovec 2009; Nedelcu 2010). As a 
result, the intensity and the simultaneous nature of current, everyday transna-
tional activity have led to the emergence of new ways of being in the world, as 
well as to the transformation of social structures and the emergence of trans-
national habitus (Vertovec 2004a; Nedelcu 2009c; 2010).

These new technological capabilities are transforming the significance 
of the territorial rooting of migrants’ social life. Many migrants move easily 
within transnational social spaces and frame new social configurations by cre-
ating new social and political geographies. Online migrants thus embody many 
complexities resulting from the cosmopolitanization processes of intercon-
nected social worlds: multiple, overlapping spaces of belonging; multipolar 
systems of references, loyalties, and identifications; increasingly complex cit-
izenship regimes; interconnected lifestyles; and the ability to act at a distance 
in real time (Beck 2006; Nedelcu 2009[Q7.2]; 2010; Georgiou 2010[Q7.4]).

Integration projects and transnational projections 
of the nation-state

Transmigrants witness a tension between host states’ expectations regarding 
their integration and “long-distance nationalism” that is maintained through 
forms of social and political participation in which they can engage from 
outside national borders (Glick-Schiller and Fouron 2001). This reality has 
caught the attention of countries of origin while raising concerns in host states. 
Until now, social scientists have taken a greater interest in the reactions of 
states of origin,3 which often revisit their policies to include citizens living 

3	 In order to account for the diversity of origin states’ policies, Peggy Levitt and Nina Glick-
Schiller (2003) propose the following typology: (1) The transnational nation-state, which treats 
emigrants as long-term, long-distance members: the state grants them double citizenship and their 
socio-economic and political participation is entirely taken into account in national policy; (2) the 
strategic, selective state which, while encouraging certain forms of long-distance nationalism, 
prefers to maintain full control of how its citizens are invested; and (3) the disinterested and 
denouncing state, which treats its citizens as non-nationals, and as even as deserters and traitors. 
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abroad (Guarnizo and Smith 1998). Numerous states have adapted legisla-
tive tools and extended their range of action through measures such as consu-
lar and ministerial reforms, new investment policies intended to attract emi-
grant funding and regulate emigrant remittances, extension of political rights 
through dual citizenship or dual nationality, extension of state protection and 
public services, implementation of policies intended to reinforce emigrants’ 
sense of belonging, etc. (Levitt and Glick-Schiller 2003). Far from reflecting 
the dilution of the nation-state, these initiatives signal a redefinition of state 
prerogatives beyond territorial borders (Levitt and de la Dehesa 2003). This 
redefinition talks about “global nations’ policies,” “long-distance national-
ism,” “deterritorialized nations,” “globalization of domestic politics,” or “glo-
balization of grassroots politics” (Glick-Schiller and Fouron 2001; Vertovec 
2001; Glick-Schiller et al. 1994; Smith 1994).

Models implemented by host states to spur migrants’ social and politi-
cal integration often confront a broad range of transnational practices and 
modes of belonging. In reaction to this reality, most states fall back on valor-
izing national identity and reinforcing the instruments by which they control 
international migration. Their discourse may go as far as expressing fears that 
the effects of transnational allegiances threaten immigrants’ assimilation and 
integration, and therefore jeopardize economic stability, cultural homogene-
ity, and social cohesion (Portes 1999).

While migrants’ transnational practices challenge the national political 
sphere, one can nevertheless note a systematic absence of studies that examine 
the relationship between migrant transnationalism, politics, and civil society 
within host states (Waldinger and Fitzgerald 2004). This lack is manifest in 
the academic scholarship, which runs the risk of focusing exclusively on the 
positive effects experienced in areas of origin, at the expense of occluding 
changes to host spaces brought on by transnationalism. This observation raises 
a more general argument, which deplores the absence of a transnational politi-
cal framework that would allow a different political approach to the question 
of migratory movements and individuals’ dual or even more multiple loyalties 
(Beck 2006).

Methodological nationalism and the epistemological limits 
of migratory theories

The heuristic value of the transnational paradigm resides precisely in its abil-
ity to encapsulate the disconnection between state, national, cultural, and 

12



geographical borders. Furthermore, by deconstructing the territorial equation 
between State, nation and society, transnational scholarship puts forward seri-
ous arguments for changing the lens through which social scientists perceive 
and analyze the world. As Andreas Wimmer and Nina Glick-Schiller observe, 
“we have been able to begin to analyze and discuss transnational migration and 
long distance nationalism because we have changed the lens through which 
we perceive and analyze the world” (Wimmer and Glick-Schiller 2002: 322).

The debate surrounding the limits of methodological nationalism has 
expanded since the end of the 1990s, mainly within the Anglo-American and 
German academic communities (Wimmer and Glick-Schiller 2002; Chernilo 
2006; Levitt and Glick-Schiller 2003; Beck 2006; Sassen 2003). Methodo-
logical nationalism relies on the “territorialization of social science imagi-
nary and the reduction of the analytical focus to the boundaries of the nation-
state” (Wimmer and Glick-Schiller 2002: 307). Social practices in spheres as 
diverse as production, culture, language, work, education, etc. are defined and 
standardized with regard to “their container,” the nation-state, and are at the 
least designed as “national” (Beck 2000). Nevertheless, the question arises of 
how to approach the plural identities, multiple allegiances, and transnational 
actions increasingly characterizing mobile lifestyles. Territorial correlation 
seems no longer to be a precondition for defining and expressing national 
belonging (Levitt and Glick-Schiller 2003; Faist 2000); transnationalism 
should be considered as an integral part of the process of redefining what is 
national. This approach marks an epistemological turning point in sociologi-
cal research (Beck and Lau 2005).

The Epistemological Contribution of the  
Cosmopolitan Approach to the Sociology of 
(Transnational) Migrations

Academics seeking new interpretations of the transnationalization of the 
social life have focused on the articulation of regional dynamics within global 
processes (Wimmer and Glick-Schiller 2002; Levitt and de la Dehesa 2003), 
and on the production of the global in local contexts as well as at the core of 
national processes and institutions (Sassen 2003). Contrasting perspectives are 
produced as scales of observation alternate, placing the global and the local at 
two extremes of the same ontological continuum (Roudometof 2005; Sassen 
2003). Not only does globalization alter the relationship between nation-states 
and their societies, but it also changes societies from within, through what 
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Ulrich Beck (2002) calls the “cosmopolitanization of nation-state societies.” 
This transformation highlights the importance of the local/sub-national scale 
in the analysis of global phenomena, since a large number of institutional 
components – identified as national from a national perspective – are operat-
ing grounds for dynamics previously identified as global. Saskia Sassen calls 
this process “denationalization,” and points to the heuristic limits of concep-
tualizing the local within a pyramidal hierarchy of scales (local  regional 
 national  global) based on the criteria of physical and/or geographical 
proximity (Sassen 2003).

Ulrich Beck (2006) takes another epistemological approach, arguing 
for a cosmopolitan sociology that would push beyond the dualizing opposition 
of the nation-state and the inter/trans/multi-national. “Politically ambivalent, 
reflexive” (Beck 2006: 23), and “vernacular” (Werbner 2006), the cosmopoli-
tan perspective is based on the principle of “additive inclusion” – “both […] 
and […],” rather than “either […] or” – or, put another way, on “including the 
other’s difference,” or “the other’s otherness.” Oppositions such as national/
international, and within/outside are thus supplanted by the idea of cumula-
tive order. The internalization of difference and otherness makes possible the 
coexistence of global and local dynamics, as well as nationalist and trans-
national orientations. It produces a pluralistic vision of belonging that takes 
into account the possibility of occupying different social positions in relation 
to different national societies. In this way, “the cosmopolitan model is about 
being equal and being different at the same time. This is the ‘cosmopolitan 
grammar;’ it’s not about saying, there is no longer distinction between us and 
them” (Rantanen 2005: 258). This approach aims at providing a general the-
ory that requires sociological concepts, methods, and traditional debates to be 
reformulated (Latour 2003). The key characteristic of this model resides in the 
dialogic imagination, that is, in the ability of social actors to creatively per-
ceive and appropriate the contradictions and similarities of different cultures 
while at the same time contributing to the emergence of a new value, that of 
respecting others’ cultures (Beck 2006).

This “methodological cosmopolitanism” (Beck and Sznaider 2010) 
is particularly inspiring when it comes to research on transnational migra-
tions, and sheds new light on the multitude of interdependences that exist 
between states and individuals, at different levels and scales of aggregation. 
It provides an interesting alternative to “ethnocentric nationalism” and “par-
ticularist multiculturalism” (Vertovec 2001). It places the following concepts 
at the core of analysis: (1) internal globalization (Beck 2002), glocalization  
(Robertson 1994; Roudometof 2005), and cosmopolitanization (Beck 2002; 

14



2006) of social reality expressed through the change in everyday life experi-
enced by those exposed to global stimuli, whether or not they are transnational 
migrants; (2) emerging forms of transnational social life that create transna-
tional social structures (transnational communities, transnational spaces, and 
social fields) and transnational habitus; (3) a continuum or spectrum of atti-
tudes and positions with regard to these changes, with cosmopolitan attitudes 
at one end and local attitudes at the other, based on individuals’ degree of 
openness to other cultures and of the strength of their cultural and territorial 
attachment to specific places, traditions, and institutions (Roudometof 2005; 
Beck 2006).

This sociological template seems particularly promising, and should 
lead to a better understanding of the consequences of glocalization processes 
on individual mobility and to a deeper comprehension of the multiform,  
multiscale interdependences created between migratory processes and glo-
balization.

The Challenges of a Cosmopolitan  
Reading of Migrant Integration and 
Transnationalism in the Digital Era

The empirical data described in the first section of this chapter shows that the 
impact of ICTs on migratory processes and migrants’ transnational practices 
is dialogic (Morin 1990); that is, it generates complex realities combining dif-
ferent, dual logics. These logics are based on complementary, contradictory, 
and even opposing principles, which “are not simply juxtaposed, but actually 
necessary to one another” (Morin 1990: 99). Indeed, ICTs may help preserve 
particularism and reinforce cultures and identities of origin while at the same 
time enabling a critical position with regard to these same cultures. They may 
help migrants understand their host society and integrate into it. ICTs also 
make it possible for migrants to create new ties with their places of origin; to 
engage in economic, social, and political activities in a transnational space; 
and to forge cosmopolitan identities.

This, however, raises new questions. How can the nation-state’s ideal 
of homogeneity and cultural belonging be reconciled with transnational 
migrants’ ability to move within widened social spaces, manipulate multiple 
identity references, and act beyond state borders? How can persisting tensions 
between migrant aspirations and practices, and between state principles and 
rationales be interpreted? What direction is the political project of migrant 
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integration taking, and what challenges do nation-states face in an era when 
many individuals live in a state of constant connection with the broader world?

From the cosmopolitan perspective, examining migrants’ use of ICTs 
points towards a couple of key dimensions of the glocalization of social expe-
riences and the transnationalization of social structures. First, this area of 
study raises the question of the transformation of the national sphere of social 
experience as well as the emergence of new transnational habitus. Globaliza-
tion and localization are processes that feed one another and which result in 
significant shifts in relationships among individuals, job markets, nations, and 
state structures. The nation-state is no longer the unique repository for cultural 
norms and values, nor is it the sole regulator of social and political belong-
ing. On the one hand, ICTs offer individuals the opportunity to appropriate 
cosmopolitan values, to develop deterritorialized biographies, and to act from 
a distance in real time. On the other, they make it possible to cultivate and 
defend particularist values and to continue identifying with a culture of origin 
while living in the broader world (Nedelcu 2009c). Cosmopolitan orientations 
thus appear at the same time that local rootedness is established (Gustafson 
2009). However, this dialogical reality generates new social tensions, as well 
as mobilization against the changes brought about by this “internal globaliza-
tion” (Beck 2002).

Second, the internal globalization questions immigration and integra-
tion policy with regard to the everyday practice of migrants as well as with 
regard to strategies of identity. It also returns the attention of political and 
academic communities to the question of global governance for migration. 
It highlights the need to define an overarching conceptual framework for the 
management of migratory movements, in order to balance the economic needs 
of markets with the expectations and well-being of migrants as well as the 
forms of inclusion and civil participation to which they have access. It is evi-
dent that mobility has become a major issue, one that “should mobilize all the 
actors involved in the management of migratory flows” (Badie et al. 2008: 
60). Certain analysts are forecasting a path – as inevitable as it is inexorable – 
towards a “cosmopolitan integration […] based on a paradigm shift in which 
diversity is the solution, rather than the problem” (Beck 2007).

Conclusion

Revisiting the national–transnational link from a cosmopolitan perspective, 
two important ideas come to light. First, migratory theories cannot be dissoci-
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ated from broader epistemological debates. In this respect, the “cosmopolitan 
lens” and more specifically “methodological cosmopolitanism” seem to be 
heuristically interesting alternatives for the “mobility paradigm” when look-
ing at the complexity of transnational dynamics within migration processes. 
Second, transnational processes and integration processes cannot be properly 
understood without taking into account their intrinsic dialogical interdepend-
ence (e.g., the coexistence of dual logics and processes that coexist, and even 
feed one another).

A cosmopolitan approach makes it possible to understand the dynamic 
propelling the emergence of public spheres that bring migrants and nonmi-
grants together around collective claims and demands, be they local or trans-
national. It also implies dismantling the binary opposition of the transnational 
paradigm and multicultural and assimilationist models (Vertovec 2004a; Portes 
2001). This becomes possible by adopting a multi-perspectival, multiscale 
approach through which to “observe and investigate the boundary-transcend-
ing and boundary-effacing multi-perspectivalism of social and political agents 
through very different ‘lenses’. A single phenomenon, transnationality, for 
example, can, perhaps even must, be analyzed both locally and nationally and 
transnationally and trans-locally and globally” (Beck and Sznaider 2010: 398).

From this angle, using ICTs as a cosmopolitan lens for interpreting 
the articulation of integration and transnationalism opens up new avenues of 
research that can be organized into at least four main axes:

– Co-presence. The role of ICTs (internet, mobile phones, digital and
satellite media) should be studied in relation to the densification of transna-
tional social spaces and the emergence of new transnational habitus. What 
impact has been created on the appearance of co-present, connected, transna-
tional, and even cosmopolitan lifestyles by the instantaneous nature of com-
munications and long-distance social interactions’ new regimes of ubiquity? 
What forms of social reproduction and participation do ICTs encourage? How 
do they fashion the everyday lives of interconnected migrant and nonmigrant 
populations?

– Multiple identities. What impact do ICTs have on different forms of
identification and identity construction in migratory situations? What meaning 
do migrants using ICTs assign to their transnational practices and how do they 
locate themselves with regard to their host and home societies? What effects 
do transnational dynamics mediated by ICTs have on nonmigrants? Do ICTs 
help essentialize feelings of belonging to a culture of origin, or, on the con-
trary, do they contribute to the emergence of a new kind of identification with 
a cosmopolitan culture?
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– Participation. What modes of social, economic, and political par-
ticipation do online migrants develop within the country of origin? As they 
encourage the consolidation of “nations unbound” (Basch et  al. 1994), do 
transnational online practices hinder the acquisition of the skills needed for 
integration in the host country, or do they, on the contrary, make it possible 
for migrants to diversify their resources and to participate in all spheres of 
social, economic, and political life? What effects do transnational participa-
tive dynamics have on the world of nonmigrants?

– The management of migration. Do new alliances exist among actors
able to participate in the global governance of migratory movements? What 
roles do ICTs play in controlling migratory flows? What changes can they 
bring about in the polarized relationships between northern- and southern-
hemisphere countries? What future can be imagined for integration models 
while accounting for the cosmopolitanization of the everyday lives of migrant 
and nonmigrant populations?

These are questions that have only begun to be explored; yet they are 
crucial in researching international migrations, and presage much work and 
reflection in the years to come.
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