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Abstract

This analysis departs from discussions on inequalities and cross-border mobility in the dis-
cussions on globalization and cosmopolitanism. One position argues that the most important
factor determining the position in the hierarchies of inequality nowadays is opportunities for
cross-border interaction and mobility. Those who take the counter-position hold that patterns
of inequality in general and career patterns in labour markets in particular still tend to be or-
ganized mainly nationally or locally and not globally. In contrast to these two positions, the
argument here is that cross-border transactions need to be captured more clearly, going be-
yond the global-local binary in the debate. One may usefully start from the concept of trans-
nationality, that is, the continuum of ties individuals, groups, or organizations entertain across
the borders of nation-states, ranging from thin to dense. This study addresses the question
whether transnational ties are strategies of migrants to improve their social position and
those of significant others in the countries of origin or other countries of settlement, or

whether transnational ties constitute a social mobility trap.

Keywords: social inequality, migration, mobility, transnationality, globalization
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“We are all Transnationals now”: The Relevance of

Transnationality for Understanding Social Inequalities

1. From Global vs. National to Transnational

A spate of recent scholarship in globalization studies has made far-reaching claims regarding
the importance of cross-border interactions for social positioning and thus for social inequali-
ties. In the words of Ulrich Beck, ... ] the most important factor determining the position in
the hierarchies of inequality of the global age [...] is opportunities for cross-border interaction
and mobility’ (Beck 2008: 21). In many cases, the global is even juxtaposed with the national
and the local; and the latter two are often used interchangeably. The local/national then de-
notes an unfavourable position in a system of inequalities in that [...] local in a globalized
world is a sign of social deprivation and degradation‘ (Bauman 1998: 2f.). The global-local
binary is thus used to attribute life chances and social positions on different scales, connect-
ed to the claim that this is a relatively new development brought about in the course of glob-
alization over the past few decades. Here, social inequalities refer to the disparities of oppor-
tunity to wield resources, status, and power, all of which emerge from regular and differenti-
ated distribution and access to scarce yet desirable resources via power differentials (Tilly
1998).

However, empirical research on this and related phenomena finds that patterns of inequality
in general and career patterns in labour markets in particular still tend to be organized mainly
nationally or locally and not globally (Goldthorpe 2002). For example, years of research on
top managers of multinational companies in France, the UK, Germany, and the US suggest
that even the positions at the highest decision-making echelons are still organized mainly
nationally, that is, following nationally-bound career paths. Education and training were nor-
mally carried out in the country of the company’s headquarters (Hartmann 2007). In light of
this finding, the claim of the existence and importance of coherent cross-border social posi-
tions seems to be premature. Empirical research on educational and occupational careers
has not supported the identification of any relatively cohesive social positionings that extend

beyond borders. By implication, moreover, the very geographical mobility of certain catego-
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ries of “global elite,” such as highly mobile professionals and managers, may even limit their

opportunities for developing the consciousness of a transnational class.’

While this latter stream of research is highly critical of claims advanced about the importance
of cross-border interaction and mobility, this does not suggest that transnational spill-overs
are to be dismissed. Instead, those cross-border transactions need to be captured more
clearly, going beyond the global-local binary in the debate. Moreover, we need to cast the net
wider and go beyond a small albeit influential managerial elite. It should also be noted that
the very fact that a transnational class may be in the making does not mean that national or
local affiliations and ways of living and production are becoming obsolete (Carroll 2010: 1). In
any case, there are three arguments indicating that the global-local binary does not suffice to
capture the importance of cross-border transactions, processes, and structures for generat-
ing and reproducing social inequalities. First, the fact that social mobility patterns are (still)
organized mainly along national lines does not imply that cross-border interactions do not
play a role. It may mean that social groups, such as networks of businesspersons or natural
scientists working in laboratories, linked across borders may indeed cooperate transnational-
ly but that these transactions have not concatenated and evolved into a common group or
even class consciousness. Second, by implication, there may be clusters of social positions
that do not correspond to the idea of class. Strikingly, the literature on social stratification and
inequalities often has no connection with the literature on cross-border social formations,
such as diasporas, transnational communities, or epistemic communities, or migrant and
migration networks. Differences or heterogeneities between individual or collective actors
which are relevant for social inequalities may run along lines other than class, for instance,
ethnicity, gender, religion, or legal status. Third, and most important, the literature making
claims about the importance of the global and the local frequently lacks an analysis of actual
cross-border transactions of persons, groups, and organizations. For example, it is rare that
factors such as years of education, training spent abroad, or social contacts across borders

are included in standard analyzes of social structure and social inequalities.

While the literature on cross-border social structures, the transnational (capitalist) class, and

the various criticisms thereof lack a sophisticated understanding of cross-border ties, the

' In terms of collective agents and the potential for collective action, there have even been claims for the exist-
ence of a “transnational class” (Sklair 2001). This concept implies that a dominant group of capital owners, pro-
fessionals, and managers has emerged which transcends the borders of national states, has begun to develop a
consciousness of its own, and is controlling political and economic processes across the borders of states on a
world scale.
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transnational perspective — sometimes erroneously called “transnationalism,” as if it were an
ideology — suffers from an overly simplistic understanding of social inequalities. The transna-
tional literature is quite limited in this respect because it often conflates transnationality as a
marker of difference or heterogeneity with the outcome. For instance, transnational ties are
portrayed as “globalization from below,” that is, migrants and their significant others eking out
a living in a globalized economy through mobility strategies (Rees 2009). Thus researchers
devoted to a transnational optic sometimes tout cross-border ties as a resource in itself. This
constitutes an unwarranted short circuit because transnationality can have quite diverse out-
comes: in certain circumstances, transnational transactions could be a conduit for the trans-
fer of much needed positive resources for people in immigration and emigration countries —
for example, financial remittances. For migrants in immigration countries, these may be used
to obtain legal documents, or for those left behind in emigration countries, tuition to pay for
children’s schooling. In situations of international migration, however, financial remittances
may also serve to establish new dependencies and exacerbate existing social inequalities
between and within countries (Guarnizo 2003). Remittance-dependent economies might
avoid much needed structural reforms as money transfers from abroad create space for the
inaction of governments which should otherwise be responsible for balancing current account

deficits.

The key difference or heterogeneity here is transnationality, namely, whether or not, and if so
to what extent, individual and/or collective agents are characterized by cross-border transac-
tions. This concept can provide a starting point into how such cross-border ties work and into
the different kinds of transactions across borders, such as education abroad, professional
experience abroad, or interlocking directorates in business companies. In short, the term
“transnational” has to be disaggregated into various types of activities (financial, political,
social, and cultural) and clearly defined in order to be of use for inquiry into its relevance for
social inequalities. Transnationality is thus context-dependent and is not to be connoted with
positive or negative meanings a priori. The concept of transnationality suggests that — in ad-
dition to the better known and analyzed heterogeneities such as age, gender, social class,
ethnicity, legal status, sexual orientation — the very fact of being involved in cross-border
transactions of some kind may be of relevance as one of the analytical starting or vantage
points for the production of social inequalities. Transnationality as a term is used here from
the observing social scientist’s perspective capturing cross-border transactions of agents, be

they persons, groups, or organizations.

The intention of this analysis is mainly conceptual and typological, with the empirical material

serving the purpose of illustrating the conceptual suggestions made here. The first section of
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this sketch explores key terms such as mobility and, above all, transnationality. The second
section discusses in more detail how to conceptualize the relationship between heterogenei-
ties and inequalities. The combination of transnationality with varieties of social, economic,
and cultural capital as proxies for unequal social positions helps to determine the social posi-
tion of persons with respect to life-chances and thus inequalities. This effort results in a pre-
liminary typology of social positions in cross-border spaces. The third section discusses a
crucial research frontier arising from the issue of simultaneity. The evaluation of inequality in
a transnational social space poses the particular problem of which frame of reference is cho-
sen by the researcher and the persons researched — (inter)national, global, or another one

altogether.

2. Mobility and Transnationality

The term transnational refers to cross-border processes, which sometimes involve spatial
mobility of persons and transcend national states and their regulations in some respects,
while having to deal with them in others. More specifically, here “transnational means" (a)
trans-local, that is, connecting localities across borders of states and, by implication, also (b)
trans-state, that is, across the borders of nominally sovereign states. Thus transnational does
not mean trans-national, that is, across nations as ethnic collectives, since trans-national in
this sense would theoretically also apply to relations between nations within one state. In
contrast, the term global refers to truly world-spanning social processes and horizons within

the framework of a single world, or specific subsystems thereof, such as the global economy.

Transnationality constitutes a marker of difference, referred to here as heterogeneity. Taking
transnationality into account is important because mobility research in general and migration
research in particular often focuses primarily on ethnicity as a boundary line. Heterogeneities
(Blau 1977: 77), such as transnationality, are at the very origin of the process of the creation
of inequalities themselves. Inequalities here refer to categorizations of heterogeneities which
lead to regularly unequal access to resources, status (recognition of roles associated with
heterogeneities), and power (decision-making, agenda setting, and the shaping of belief sys-
tems). Although heterogeneities are not devoid of inequality, it is helpful to distinguish analyt-
ically between the two concepts. As such, transnationality signals difference. And difference
or heterogeneity is not the same as inequality. Think of peasant communities between which
there are not necessarily great differences of wealth (Chase 1980), but inequalities may arise
if repeated transactions across the boundaries of categories of persons regularly result in
advantages for one side. By implication, difference or heterogeneity only results in inequali-
7
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ties if such transactions reproduce a rather stable and enduring boundary between catego-
ries. Hence, the term “categorical inequality” (Massey 2007) is appropriate, meaning that
processes of binary categorizations, such as migrant?>-non-migrant, black-white, men-women,
young-old, etc., are involved which yield benefits systematically to those on one side of the
boundary.® Ultimately, the transnationality-inequalities nexus needs to be captured as muilti-

ple and recurrent feedback loops.

In approaching the issue of transnationality and social inequalities — namely, categorizations
of heterogeneities involving transnationality which are stable and regular over a certain peri-
od of time — it is useful to start with categorizations found in public debates and in the aca-
demic literature. A common one in mass media and even academic analyzes is the dichoto-
mous distinction between highly skilled mobile persons and professionals from a particular
country moving abroad on the one hand, and labour migrants and irregular migrants on the
other. While the latter are frequently considered migrants in OECD countries and are re-
sponded to in terms of social problems, the former are not labelled as such and are frequent-
ly cast in terms of economic competitiveness (Faist and Ulbricht 2013). The highly skilled are
considered to be in a “win-win-win” situation which benefits migrants, emigration, and immi-
gration states alike by increasing wealth and efficiency (GCIM 2005). Labour migrants who
practise transnationality, however, are often thought to be involved in social, residential, and
occupational segregation, a form of ethnic self-isolation. In their case, transnationality is
thought to be synonymous with deficits in language, education, and employment. In other
words, with respect to those perceived as migrants transnationality is seen as a mobility trap
(Wiley 1967). What is striking in such accounts is that they focus in a dichotomous way on
the “elite” and the “marginalized.” At the very least, they exclude the “middle” social positions
in between (Smith 2000).

The central conceptual proposition here is that transnationality is a particularly important het-
erogeneity with respect to cross-border transactions and their consequences for inequalities.
To situate transnationality, it is useful to begin by distinguishing between general processes

of cross-border transactions (transnationalization), cross-border structures spanning the bor-

2 There is no universally agreed-upon definition of the term migrant. Often, the term connotes persons who stay
abroad for more than one year, an understanding which is in line with the UN definition (UN 1998: 18). Yet there
are other forms of mobility, for example, international students, seasonal workers, posted or seconded workers, or
expatriates — some of which involve periods abroad of less than a year. Here, both the concepts of “migrant” and
“mobile person” are used.

® The processes by which categorical inequalities are produced are beyond the scope of this analysis and involve
a social mechanism based account.
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ders of several national states (transnational social spaces), and the extent of cross-border
transactions of agents (transnationality). Transnational social spaces comprise combinations
of ties and their substance, positions in networks and organizations, and networks of organi-
zations located in two or more states. The ties and positions in transnational spaces must
thereby be understood not as static, but as dynamic processes. Depending on the degree of
formalization of transnational ties, three ideal-type forms of transnational spaces can be dis-
tinguished. These are: reciprocity in transnational kinship groups, exchange in transnational

circuits, and solidarity in transnational communities (Faist 2000: 199 ff.).

With respect to transnationality, three characteristics must be noted: (1) Though it often re-
fers to geographical mobility, this is not a sufficient condition for transnationality. (2) It lies on
a continuum from low to dense. (3) It includes various dimensions, such as personal rela-

tions, financial transactions, identification, and socio-cultural practices.
(1) Spatial Mobility

Any sustained analysis of transnationality has to deal with mobility, which is a strategically
important subject of research with regard to social inequalities.” We need to be aware that
cross-border ties are not restricted to physically mobile agents, that is, only to mi-
grants/mobile persons and their often relatively immobile significant others, mostly families.
We may also encounter, more generally, geographically immobile persons who engage in
cross-border transactions (Mau 2010). And for (relatively) immobile persons it may make a
crucial difference whether or not they have ties with geographically mobile persons who have
migrated either inside the state or across borders — for example, for remittances but also for

knowledge of migration opportunities.

In addition, social and geographical mobility are intrinsically connected in that the latter is
often a means to advance the former. It is evident that geographical mobility, frequently but
not exclusively across borders, is a form of addressing social inequalities. In a way, migration
is ‘the oldest action against poverty (Galbraith 1979: 64). It is thus possible to distinguish

between those who seize opportunities such as geographical mobility across the borders of

* For a detailed discussion of the concepts transnationalization and transnational social spaces, see Faist et al.
(2013), Chapter 1.

° Ideally, geographical mobility implies two extensions beyond the conventional migration literature. We need to
enlarge the scope from migrants to geographically mobile persons, including immobility—mobility as a continuum.
Thus, this continuum includes settled migrants on the one end, and short-term visitors and tourists on the other.
Here, geographical mobility will be restricted to migration.
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states to improve their social position, and those who stay put and relatively immobile. Thus
sedentary persons are also implicated. We often find mobile and immobile persons in one
and the same group. Take families as an example. Sometimes a single family member en-
gages in short- or long-distance migration, internally or cross-border, while the others remain
in the place of origin. The migrant may or may not be joined later by other members of the
family, relatives, friends, or acquaintances. Whether a person within such a group is engag-
ing in migration or is relatively immobile usually has significant implications for his or her so-
cial position within the family. Migration may entail changes in the household division of la-
bour, control over material resources, and availability of social and emotional support. More-
over, while mobility usually brings additional resources, it also incurs costs for the kinship
group in that the migrant no longer fulfils certain roles, for example, in situ child rearing or
caring for elderly relatives. In a nutshell, mobility is implicated in the creation of both benefits

and costs which are unequally distributed in the respective collectives.

It is then important to know whether geographical mobility is generally a step toward upward
social mobility. While many migration studies answer this question affirmatively (Goldin et al.
2011), this is by no means a foregone conclusion when we take into account that quite a few
international migrants return “home” over the course of time or engage in onward migration.
While mobility such as return migration may be an expression of goals achieved, it could also
be a consequence of failing to fulfil the dream of better life chances. A similar consideration
would apply to mobile persons who remain in the country of immigration. Settlement does not
necessarily mean successful realization of better life chances but could also be an expres-
sion of lack of alternatives and thus a step toward socio-economic, cultural, and political

marginalization.

Another question is how exactly geographical mobility across borders relates to paths of mo-
bility that do not involve crossing borders. An obvious case in point is mobility internal to
states, in which the numbers of people involved are far greater than the absolute number of
international migrants. For example, it is often noted that the number of internal migrants in
China alone is higher than the global figure for international migrants. Other, non-
geographical forms of mobility could include social mobility through social and political strug-
gles, for example, groups pushing for a political redistribution of resources. Here, we enter
the terrain of social movements. Historically, the labour movement has been instrumental in
changing the very institutions of the state. Reciprocal or solidary relations could lead mi-
grants to engage in cross-border practices, for example, by remitting money or changing

political practices.

10
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Yet geographical or spatial mobility is not a necessary prerequisite for engaging in transna-
tional transactions although the two are often associated. For example, exchanging profes-
sional information across borders does not necessitate spatial mobility. Therefore, the net

needs to be cast wider, a task for which the concept of transnationality is suited.
(2) Transnationality as a continuum

Transnationality can usefully be conceived of not as a dichotomous characteristic but as a
variable that ranges from low to dense. To use an interval scale is to escape from the dichot-
omizing use of transnational vs. national and to systematically map transnationality for di-

verse groups.
(3) Transnationality as domain-specific

Depending on the questions asked, various dimensions need to be considered to capture
transnationality; these may include items such as cross-border financial exchanges, personal
relationships, transnational identification and cultural practice in domains such as politics,
labour market, health, or education. In most of the studies conducted so far, transnationality
has not been sufficiently disaggregated to take account of the fact that the realms of labour,
education, politics, religion etc. work according to their own logic and may involve very differ-
ent kinds of transnationality. What is more, persons may be transnational to varying degrees

in each of these domains.

In sum, we need to specify what needs to be operationalized and measured in order to chart
inequalities across borders. The heuristic value of the concept of transnationality is that it
takes seriously the insight that we need to operationalize cross-border transactions system-
atically instead of adding potential implications for inequalities to some distant deus ex

machina called globalization.

3. A Transnational Perspective on Heterogeneities and Inequalities

A transnational perspective on cross-border inequalities does not necessarily take a fixed
unit of reference as a starting point but looks at a number of different ones, that is, taking into
account various scales, depending on the question to be answered (Faist and Nergiz 2012,

Faist 2012). This perspective is distinct from national, international, and global approaches.

First, the national perspective is primarily concerned with inequalities between citizens or

between citizens and non-citizens (the latter often migrants) within a single state and, by im-

11
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plication, with comparisons between national states, as in comparative cultural, economic,
and political analysis. Given that inequality is most often discussed in public spheres which
are predominantly nationally bounded and that inequality is relative in that the standard of
comparison is by individual in a particular socio-political community (and not those in faraway

countries), it is — at first sight — not surprising that most work is done on this scale.

Second, there is an international perspective that examines inequalities between states, for
example, comparing median per capita income between different states or using other, more
sophisticated sets of indicators, such as the Human Development Index (HDI) which looks at
income, child mortality, and education. There are various forms of international comparisons,
including some that take into account population size and some that do not. International
comparisons figure prominently in all debates taking place in international organizations in
the United Nations system and are used by organizations such as the World Bank or the
United Nations Development Program to measure disparities between countries and world
regions (UNDP 2005).

Third, there is a global perspective which takes individuals across the world as the unit of
comparison and is not bound by national borders. For analysis on this level household data
are required (Milanovic 2005). While this perspective constitutes an advance over the first
two, it needs to be supplemented by a view which looks at the interstices of various geo-

graphical units.

Fourth, there is the perspective privileged here, namely, a transnational approach to inequali-
ties. It deals with inequalities in the context of cross-border transactions of groups, persons,
and organizations. The units of analysis and of reference are empirical matters. These units
could be family or kinship networks, village or professional communities — in short, any kind
of social formation transcending the borders of national states. This approach is appropriate
because cross-border transactions may take place on different levels, such as the family,
friendship cliques, business networks, local communities, or organizations, and it is by the
very practices themselves that agents constitute these scales in the first place. This ap-
proach is appropriate because cross-border transactions may take place on different levels,
such as the family, friendship cliques, business networks, local communities, or organiza-
tions, and it is by the very practices themselves that agents constitute these scales in the first

place.

As Figure 1 indicates, inequalities and the perceptions of inequalities regarding resources
and status could relate to regions of emigration or to regions of immigration or to both. Here

inequality is thought to be unbounded: while borders between states and above all bounda-

12
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ries of membership are of crucial importance for the life chances of a person, social, eco-
nomic, political, and cultural borders and boundaries are not coterminous. For example, the
social life worlds of transnationally active persons span several states and extend to various
locales in these states. It is to be expected that the standards of comparison differ between
regions, such as national states, and locales of emigration and immigration. In addition,
standards of comparison could also be internal to social formations spanning the borders of
national states. For instance, the points of reference could be internal to transnational village
communities, and villagers may compare themselves primarily with fellow villagers. It is an
empirical question whether and to what extent this would be the case. What is certain, how-
ever, is that comparisons regarding inequalities among the persons themselves are always
relative viz. relational, and that comparisons are not normally made between persons in cat-
egories considered remote (e.g. a labour migrant and an executive in a transnational corpo-
ration) but within those considered similar (e.g. migrants in one region and migrants from a

similar region; Panning 1983).

Figure 1: Transnational Social Spaces

Inequalities:
Resources (economic,
cultural, social
capital), Status and
Power

Transnational Social
Spaces

/

Heterogeneities —>
Inequalities

Transnationalization

/

/ State B

/ International
State A _—

N.B.: For reasons of presentation, transnational transactions are restricted to two states in the above

figure. Of course, the networks could also extend across several state borders.

In a nutshell, Figure 1 suggests that there are not only relations between states that are rele-
vant but also relations that do not involve state agents primarily, although states may actively

seek to regulate and shape such relations. One crucial issue arising in such a context is how

13
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agents relate the frames of reference, for example, notions of inequality in one state to those
in another, or even genuine transnational standards to be found across several or even many
states. In other words, the task of conceptual and empirical analysis is to determine the hori-
zon which agents, the researched and researchers alike, use to evaluate social position in

inequality hierarchies. Such a horizon may or may not encompass more than one state.

Through their regulation of border controls and access to membership, national states exert
a particularly important influence in reproducing social inequalities which determine cross-
border social and geographical mobility patterns. Transnational social spaces are often
marked by stark social inequalities, since international migration frequently occurs between
regions of unequal economic development, as is evident, for example, in South-North migra-
tion flows. Two sets of institutions are of importance in this regard. First, there are migration
(admission) policies and citizenship policies. Migration policies in particular, together with
trade policies, have for decades acted as powerful instruments to uphold socio-economic
differences between the world’s regions. According to standard economic theory, free mobili-
ty of labour would result in an equalization of the factors of production, in this case increasing
wages in emigration countries and decreasing wages in immigration countries (Hamilton and
Whaley 1984). In addition, barriers to citizenship and denizenship (permanent status) largely
determine the set of rights available to persons crossing borders. The extent to which indi-
viduals may move across borders and thus entertain transnational ties, or the degree to
which they are able to engage simultaneously in the economic and political activities of two
regions, is shaped not only by immigration states but also by emigration countries through
policies of citizenship, including dual citizenship, repatriation, external voting, special political
representation for emigrants, special economic incentives, e.g. investment, taxation, return
and re-integration programs, visa regulations, and welfare benefits. Second, national state
institutions — but also more local institutions on other scales, especially in federal political
systems — such as labour policies, wage-setting institutions, as well as institutions in fields
shaping life chances, such as education, childcare, and health, affect mobile and non-mobile
persons alike (diPrete 2007).

Mobility in transnational social spaces is thus an integral part of macro-structures of inequali-
ties. For instance, with respect to income there is evidence that low inequality in rich coun-
tries is achieved by using state resources and policies to exclude, limit, or control competition
via migration and/or trade from low-wage workers, and through this process, low inequality in
one region may be directly associated with high inequality in another. Nonetheless, there is
also evidence that even in this context persons and groups moving in transnational social

spaces can achieve some sort of social mobility.

14
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4. Transnationality and Social Inequalities: A Preliminary Typology

When it comes to transnationality, we have to distinguish between two forms of inequality
dimensions. The necessary focus of inquiry is the nexus between resources and transna-
tionality in order to understand how power is (re)produced.® Transnationality can be concep-
tualized as consisting of various social practices, and resources can be distinguished along
the lines of economic, cultural, and social capital (on capital: Bourdieu 1983) (Figure 2). By
looking at the combination of transnationality and various forms of capital we can situate per-
sons in the webs of inequalities in a very preliminary way. It is important to point out that Fig-
ure 2 uses both transnationality and forms of capital as abstracted indices. The purpose is to
span a conceptual space associating transnationality and capital endowments. It is not to
argue that the quadrants | to IV constitute clear-cut categories of persons, such as highly
skilled (1), socially integrated with little or no transnationality (Il), marginalized without (lll) or
with (IV) high degrees of transnationality. Instead, in the end, the intersections of both axes

have to be conceived of as a continuum of possible social positions.

As to capital, the basic idea is that agents usually dispose over different types of resources. If
such resources are convertible, for example, economic into cultural resources, we speak of
capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 99). In other words, the convertibility into other forms
of capital — economic, social, cultural respectively — distinguishes capital from mere re-

sources and thus interlinks different forms of capital.

® The focus on resources leaves out for the moment two important additional dimensions of inequality: First, it
occludes status, that is, the recognition of roles distributed along heterogeneities such as occupation, gender,
religion, and also citizenship as status. Second, power is not dealt with systematically. Ralf Dahrendorf (1967)
famously addressed the perennial problem of the origins of inequality (Rousseau 1754) by focusing on power and
authority. Power can be considered as crucial for making categorizations — for instance, along the lines of trans-
nationality — and drawing boundaries between categories of persons, and also as the precondition for categorical
inequalities.
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Figure 2: Transnationality and Capital
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Capital, and this is crucial from a transnational perspective, is usually not simply transferred
as a whole in an unchanged way from one country to another. Consider, for example, the
observation that persons who are mobile across borders may have outstanding amounts of
institutionalized cultural capital, even credentials which need to be validated cross-nationally
(e.g. equivalency confirmation) in order to allow the owner to use it. However, migrants often
are disappointed by their slow career progression. One way to approach this problem is to
abandon a simplistic goodness of fit approach to capital transfer. A goodness of fit approach
would assume that migrants bring with them a package of cultural, social, and economic re-
sources that may or may not fit with the culture, economy, society, and status system of the
country of residence as distinct from the state of origin. Such a view is very prominent in
what are called human capital approaches which posit that, for example, ‘different ethnic
groups possess identifiable characteristics, encompassing cultural values, practices, and
social networks that were formed in the homeland and transplanted with minor modifications
by immigrants in the new land and there transmitted and perpetuated from generation to
generation' (Zhou 2005: 134). Such a goodness of fit view would be problematic for at least
two reasons. First, it assumes that group boundaries can be assigned in a straightforward
manner. Instead, intra-group differentiations need to be taken into account, so as not to reify

national identity as the key organizing category for creating cultural, social, economic, and
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symbolic capital(s). Ethnicity or nationality should not be the sole or necessarily the main
criterion of categorizing mobile persons. Second, such an approach would assign social posi-
tions without exploring the process through which resources are made convertible, i.e. how
they constitute capital. Instead, it is more fruitful to view the various sorts of capital as treas-

ure chests which can be employed to various degrees.

As to the resources available to agents, the total volume of capital needs to be disaggregat-
ed and related to transnationality. Three forms of capital are expected to be of particular rel-
evance for the overall resources and thus for social positioning: economic capital, above all,
income and wealth; cultural capital in its incorporated form, for example, degrees from edu-
cational institutions and occupational status; and social capital, in particular access to re-
sources of other agents in one’s network and — from the point of view of groups — networks of
reciprocity and trust. Ideally, one could then look both at inequalities in the life-world and at
every field of practice separately — for instance, education, labour market, politics, and health
— since the hierarchy of the importance of the types of capital may be field-specific. The vol-
ume of various forms of capital, either individually or jointly, can be considered as useful
proxies for the social position(ing) of persons and groups, and thus a helpful way to concep-

tualize social inequalities.

Though cognizant of all the different aspects of transnationality and of various forms of capi-
tal, it may nonetheless, as an initial step, make sense to think about potential combinations
of capital and transnationality along the four cells indicated in Figure 2. This will give us a
preliminary, albeit static and very provisional, idea of how transnationality and types of capital
may cluster to denote certain constellations of opportunities for participation. A fourfold dis-

tinction emerges:

In field I, characterized by high degrees of transnationality and the volume of capital, we ex-
pect to see the winners of globalization, such as the mobile, highly skilled professionals,
managers, and entrepreneurs. The “middle class” mobility of skilled workers in the European
Union — a growing phenomenon — could also be included (Verwiebe 2008). In field Il, the
combination of relatively high resources and low degrees of transnationality, we expect to
find those who are geographically relatively immobile but (still) hold high volumes of various
forms of capital. It is an empirical question whether transnational ties matter for their position-
ing, and if so, to what extent persons and groups in this category experience relative down-
ward social mobility as a result of an absence of transnational ties. In field Ill, it could well be
that we find those truly excluded from one or various fields, such as inhabitants of slum
dwellings who do not have access to the welfare state or political rights. They are normally

multiply excluded. These despondent persons would also not have the means to be geo-
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graphically mobile over long distances, not to speak of cross-border or even intercontinental
transactions. These persons are the truly destitute, and we would expect them to constitute a
higher share of the population in “developing” or transition countries than in OECD countries.
In field 1V, we could imagine persons who have cross-border ties but not a high capital vol-
ume of the social, cultural, and economic sorts. Labour migrants with regular status could be
among those. Here, the differentiations of kinds of capital mentioned above could be ex-
tremely important. Labour migrants could be low on institutional cultural capital — especially
considering the frequent devaluation of their educational and occupational credentials in im-
migration countries — and have somewhat higher economic capital but could compensate for
some of these deficiencies with high degrees of social capital, as evidenced by family net-
works across borders in which relatives in various countries are involved in child rearing. It is
thus questionable whether persons in field IV constitute only those who live segregated lives,
that is, lives separate from, for instance, immigrant societies. If that were true, then transna-
tionality would simply be coterminous with social segregation (Esser 2003). By looking at the
relationship of transnationality to various forms of capital — social, economic, and political —
we may, however, gain a different insight. At the opposite pole of marginalization, we need to
consider that various types of capital — most obviously economic capital — have different va-
lences in different states. For example, it could be that Turkish migrants would be unable to
muster the financial means to set up a hotel in Germany but could do so in Turkey. Opportu-
nities to partake are consequently determined not only by the volume of different forms of

capital but the context in which they can be used.

Thus, to conceptualize the relationship between transnationality as heterogeneity and re-
sources as indicated by various forms of capital is to go beyond comparisons of migrants vs.
non-migrants and allow for comparisons of mobility vs. non-mobility. The distinctive criterion
is therefore not migrant vs. non-migrant, but having or lacking transnational ties, that is, fields
| and IV vs. fields Il and Ill. This is so because persons engaged in short-term mobility and
relatively immobile persons could also partake in transnational transactions. Note that this
fourfold distinction expands the universe of possibilities usually discussed in migrant integra-
tion research. In the latter, fields Il and Ill are the main focus; with fields | and IV marginal

phenomena.
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5. Transnational Inequalities: Horizons for Comparison

In all considerations of cross-border inequalities from a transnational perspective, the over-
arching issue of simultaneity arises. Transnationality is characterized by the potential for
simultaneous membership in different countries and in groups and organizations located in
these states. Simultaneity also applies to the evaluation of one’s social position and windows
of opportunity. The social position is then placed in a comparative cross-border frame. On
the one hand, we would expect that many migrants interpret the prospects for upward mobili-
ty comparatively, with prospects perceived to be, on balance, most often better in the immi-
gration country or countries of onward migration. There is therefore a straightforward com-
parison of life chances and future prospects between the immigration and emigration coun-
tries. On the other hand, a person’s social position in the immigration country may not be the
primary factor in her understanding of the positional effects of migration and transnational
practices. Such effects on the prospects for those left behind in the emigration countries may
also be significant. For example, cross-border engagement has been represented in the lan-
guage of religious pilgrimage and passion in the Philippines — a necessary sacrifice for the
benefit of others (Aguilar 1999).

Yet in both of these cases, how (and where) one’s social position is objectively assessed (for
example, by researchers using predefined criteria) may not be the way in which assessments
of social position are constructed by other social actors, namely those researched. This dif-
ference may arise for two reasons. First, when migrants compare social positions in a trans-
national frame, they do not simply compare the position in one hierarchy with the position in
another. Rather, mobile persons may also consider the prospect for mobility within that hier-
archy, either across a career or across generations, to be a major factor. Second, the social
positioning can subjectively refer to the person, to the wider familial network, or to an even
higher aggregate such as the village or professional community or a nation: while cross-
border migrants themselves may be degraded in social positional terms, the outcome for

those left behind might be upward mobility in terms of income and consumption patterns.

Overall, the frame of reference for social positioning is shifted through transnational linkages
and comparisons. Transnationality shifts the frame of reference for other heterogeneities
and, ultimately, for inequalities. For instance, transnationality raises the question of which
standards of comparison are used. Inequality in Germany might be evaluated by migrants in
relation to Turkey as a whole, or in a comparative frame that takes into account certain ele-
ments of inequalities in both countries. Furthermore, inequalities might also be evaluated in
relation to the Turkish immigrant population, a comparison that is not to be dismissed. Turk-
ish immigrants in Germany, for example, could easily find similar experiences of social posi-
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tioning. For many Turkish immigrants such a perspective may make it much less daunting to
have to “start over.” Peer groups can change their assessment of experienced inequality
owing to the emergence of new standards in terms of, say, cross-border lifestyle and social
relations (Shibutani and Kwan 1965: 510). A transnational approach is therefore of value also
because it raises the question as to the frame of reference for making comparisons. This
problem not only arises when analyzing the frames held by mobiles and non-mobiles but it
also refers to the categories used by researchers. In South-North migration, for instance,
there is frequently an incompatibility of categories: the “middle class” may mean very differ-
ent lifestyle, consumption, status, and resource patterns in countries as diverse as, for ex-

ample, Ghana and the Netherlands.

The perceptions of inequalities within and across the countries of emigration, immigration,
and possibly countries of onward movement play an important role in the politics of inequality
at the level of mobile agents. Agents tend to evaluate inequalities according to standards for
equality. In other words, inequalities as such are without meaning. Their social importance
derives from the meta-norm of equality (Hondrich 1984). Ironically, one of the most important
means of exclusion and root causes of the reproduction of cross-border inequalities is na-
tional citizenship. In its inward-looking guise, it is a standard for equality for all members of a
nationally-bounded society, in various realms — political, social (welfare) and economic, civil,

and even cultural, as in claims for multicultural citizenship.

Transnationality as a heterogeneity thus meets national citizenship as a status-defined het-
erogeneity in manifold ways. For mobile persons who are engaged politically, it is important
to unearth which standards of comparisons they use in political practices. There is initial evi-
dence, for example, that politically active Filipino groups in Canada have tended to adopt a
discourse that sees their positions in Canada as explicitly linked to the underdeveloped plight
of the Philippines. Thus, the treatment of Filipinos in Canadian society is directly linked to the
perception that the Philippines play a subordinate role in the global political-economic sys-
tem. While mobilization around development issues in the Philippines is not widespread in
the Filipino community, it is noteworthy that activists who advocate on issues concerning
immigrant settlement in Canada are at pains to link these issues to an identity based on
Third World status (Pratt and Yeoh 2003). The analysis of transnationality is therefore an

important aspect in linking national citizenship to cross-border social inequalities.

After all, citizenship is a prime mechanism of social closure which implies that the value of
resources depends on group membership. In short, the naturalization of national citizenship
as an ascriptive heterogeneity — ascribed by legal means — is one of the clearest roots of

categorizations resulting in inequalities. The chances of living a life free from destitution are
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much higher in OECD countries. Importantly, viewed from a transnational perspective, na-
tional citizenship is a morally arbitrary heterogeneity, which is not rooted in merit, such as
hard work, the right work ethic, and efficiency — although these are touted as factors for suc-
cessful economic development and wealth. It is essential to remember this basic insight on
the inequality-relevance of national citizenship because much of income inequality, for ex-
ample, is on an inter-country scale. For instance, Milanovic (2005) calculated that income
inequality between countries accounted for roughly two-thirds of overall world inequality in
1993. Although there is much debate about countervailing trends, this pattern has been re-

markably stable over the past 200 years (Korzeniewicz and Moran 2009, Chapter 2).

In order to advance our understanding of transnationality and inequality beyond pure associ-
ations and correlations, we would need to look at the processes by which transnationality, in
conjunction with other heterogeneities, is implicated in the (re)production of inequalities.
Such a move is beyond the scope of this analysis, but would start from the groundwork laid
here. Beyond the macro-political settings such as national citizenship it is essential to con-
sider the specific transnational social spaces in which migrants (and other forms of mobile
persons) are involved. It may indeed make a difference as to the kind of transnational social
space in which cross-border transactions occur — within families, within circuits or networks,
or within communities or organizations. These social entities are integrated through different
social principles, such as reciprocity, exchange, or solidarity. What needs to be further speci-
fied is the different conditions under which processes of inequality production proceed, and
the social mechanisms that are at work, starting from meta-mechanisms such as exploitation,

opportunity hoarding, or social closure, etc.

6. Outlook: Unbounding Transnationality

Transnationality and inequality — to take up the leads by, among others, Ulrich Beck, Zyg-
munt Bauman, and John Goldthorpe but to push them one step forward — constitute not only
an issue to be debated in migration and geographical mobility studies but within a much
broader scope and are thus relevant for all societal categories. It is therefore essential to
bring in those (considered) immobile and consider transnationality as a potentially more
widespread societal heterogeneity. After all, transnationality is not restricted to transactions
arising from geographical mobility, whether short- or long-term. Therefore, it is not a concept
that is restricted to migrants or other mobile categories only. It has arrived as a main hetero-

geneity at the core of societal affairs.
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Ultimately, the issue of transnationality is an aspect of the transnational social question, that
is, the perception of worldwide inequalities and injustices. In addition to mobility of persons it
also refers to commodity chains and social movements. By thus expanding the initial concep-
tualization, transnationally oriented mobility research can link up with and contribute to other
fields in sociology, for example educational, employment, and policy research, and to do so
as a cross-disciplinary field. Last but not least, migration and mobility research (Yeates 2008)
can be integrated conceptually into other areas dealing with cross-border exchanges, like
social movements (Tarrow and della Porta 2005), advocacy networks (Keck and Sikkink
1998), or religious communities (Levitt 2007). Transnationality is not only a potential attribute
of heterogeneity among migrants and their families, but also affects other categories of indi-

viduals and groups in the context of transnational processes.

The study of inequalities in this wider transnational perspective has significant implications
since it ultimately promises to deliver insights into the legitimation and de-legitimation of so-
cial inequalities. Cross-border transactions of individuals suggest that inequalities between
countries become comparable, at least for mobile and immobile persons who are involved in
cross-border ties. This is important because the national-state principle implies that they are
not, especially through the institution of national citizenship where the social component is
primarily tied to state-citizen ties, as in the idea of social citizenship (Marshall 1964). From
this perspective it seems that each country or welfare regime has its distinct set of rights and
regulations. While this claim is the basis for a flourishing research industry of comparative
welfare state analysis, the concept of transnationality opens our horizon and will allow re-
searchers to focus on how agents compare their situation across different states and re-
gimes. Persons who espouse transnationality are thus perhaps among the practitioners of
the norm of equality which is now the benchmark by which social inequalities are perceived
in both public debates and academic analyzes. The question of the legitimacy of social ine-
qualities is inextricably linked, albeit often indirectly and outside public spheres, to standards

of equality which can be found in proclamations of social norms with a global reach.
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