
Transnationalism and Multiculturalism:  
An intellectual Cul-de-sac or Paths for  
Further Research?
Considering the assumption of the continuing importance of both transnationalism and 
multiculturalism, the aim is to discuss the two notions and explore their relations within the 
broader field of migration studies. Even though both concepts present popular keywords 
in academic literature, they are rarely assessed and researched together. Therefore the 
article sketches out possible paths for further research, involving intersections between 
transnationalism and multiculturalism. The first two parts of the paper discuss migrant 
transnationalism and multiculturalism, including their definitions, different approaches 
and criticisms. After comparing the two concepts and discussing their similarities and 
differences, possible paths for further research on multiculturalism and transnationalism 
are outlined, based on a differentiation between the two notions at a theoretical, public 
policy and social practice level. Transnationalism and multiculturalism do not lead to an 
intellectual cul-de-sac, but offer many potentially rewarding paths for further research. 
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Transnacionalizem in multikulturalizem: intelektualna 
slepa ulica ali poti nadaljnjega raziskovanja? 

Glede na stalni pomen obeh pojmov, tako transnacionalizma kot multikulturalizma, ju v 
članku obravnavamo v povezavi z migracijskimi študijami. Članek oriše možne poti za na- 
daljnje raziskovanje, kakor tudi presečišče obeh pojmov. V prvih dveh delih obravnava trans-
nacionalizem in multikulturalizem migrantov, skupaj z definicijami, različnimi pristopi in 
kritiko obeh pojmov. Po primerjavi obeh konceptov, skupaj z njunimi podobnostmi in razlikami, 
so podane možnosti nadaljnjega raziskovanja multikulturalizma in transnacionalizma, ki 
temeljijo na razlikovanju med njima na ravni teorije, javne politike in socialne prakse. Trans-
nacionalizem in multikulturalizem ne vodita v intelektualno slepo ulico, ampak ponujata šte-
vilne obetavne poti nadaljnjega raziskovanja.
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1. introduction
The turn of the 21st century has been marked by the transnational turn in the 
social sciences and the humanities. Starting within social anthropology, the 
“transnational paradigm shift” (Vertovec 2009) quickly spread across different 
disciplines studying migration. By the end of the 1990s it was possible to con-
clude that “transnationalism” seems to be omnipresent, particularly when it 
comes to social sciences (Vertovec 2003), and that there “has been a deluge of 
sociological studies on immigrant transnationalism” (Morawska 2003, 619). 

Approximately at the same time that transnationalism started to make its 
way into (and beyond) the migration studies mainstream, the backlash and a 
retreat from multiculturalism began (Kymlicka 2010). Multiculturalism has 
been declared dead several times at the beginning of the 21st century, and at 
the same time transnationalism seemed to have peaked in its popularity. Even 
though politicians have been the most vocal messengers of the death of multi-
culturalism, social scientists are debating whether “post-multiculturalism” ac-
curately characterises a new era (Kymlicka 2010), and whether it represents 
a continuation of multiculturalism or a break from it (Gozdecka et al. 2014). 
Nevertheless, multiculturalism still exists in academic and public debates, and 
in the worst case presents a zombie concept – “dead long ago but still haunting 
people’s minds” (Beck 2000, 80). A number of recent studies (Colombo 2015, 
Pakulski 2014, Winter 2015) indicate a possible revival of multiculturalism, and 
a realisation of Kivisto and Faist’s (2010, 166) supposition “that its significance 
might increase in the future”.

Considering the assumption of the continuing importance of both trans-
nationalism and multiculturalism as social-scientific concepts relevant to the 
study of human migration, the aim of this article is to discuss the two notions 
and examine their intersections within the broader field of migration studies. 
Even though both concepts present popular keywords in academic literature, 
they are rarely assessed and researched together.

In an attempt to ascertain whether the two concepts lead to an intellectual cul-
de-sac, or offer some potentially rewarding paths for further research, the article 
is structured as follows: the first two parts discuss migrant transnationalism and 
multiculturalism, including their definitions, different approaches and criticisms. 
Considering the spatial limitations of the article, this part is necessarily selective, 
but nevertheless aims to present a brief overview of the main conceptual deve-
lopments and debates. The next part of the article singles out similarities and 
differences between the two concepts, and sketches out possible paths for 
further research on transnationalism and multiculturalism (at the state policy, 
social practice and theoretical construct levels, cf. Kivisto & Faist 2010). The final 
part lays out the main conclusions, together with the potential epistemological 
benefits of bringing two scholarships closer together. Even though the author’s 
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disciplinary background is within sociology, this article aims to provide some 
inputs for a wider interdisciplinary field of migration studies, which deals with 
different aspects of complex migration and post-migration phenomena. 

2. Migrant Transnationalism 
Researching social processes and formations that reach across the borders of 
nation states represents a growing and popular field within migration studies. 
Nevertheless, transnationalism has been somewhat contested as a term and 
scientific concept. Three social anthropologists, Nina Glick Schiller, Linda 
Basch and Christina Blanc-Szanton, organised a workshop in 1990 in order 
to “conceptualize and analyze transnational migration” (Glick Schiller et al. 
1992, ix). They set the goal of developing transnationalism as “a new analytic 
framework for understanding migration” and defined it

as the processes by which immigrants build social fields that link together their 
country of origin and their country of settlement. Immigrants who build such fields 
are designated ʻtransmigrants’. Transmigrants develop and maintain multiple relations 
– familial, economic, social, organizational, religious, and political – that span borders. 
Transmigrants take actions, make decisions, and feel concerns, and develop identities 
within social networks that connect them to two or more societies simultaneously 
(Glick Schiller et al. 1992, 1–2).

Transnationalism challenges the classical view on international (im)migration 
as a unilinear move from the country of origin to the country of reception, and 
the accompanying assumption that (im)migrants sever all social ties with indi- 
viduals, groups and organisations in the country of origin. In this view, migrants 
were supposed to gradually assimilate into the society of reception, preferably 
cutting off their emotional attachments to the country of origin as well. Unlike 
the “unilinear assimilationist paradigm of classical migration research” (Levitt 
& Glick Schiller 2004, 1005), transnational framework does not predefine mi- 
grants as permanent. Since migration is not seen as a one-way process, mi-
grants’ frequent mobility and other ways of sustaining relations with people and 
organisations in the country of origin also have an important role in conceptu-
alising transnationalism. 

Even though transnationalism first appeared within migration studies in the 
1990s, transnational was used in the late 1950s within the field of international 
law and international relations, and particularly in the 1960s within the field 
of economics, referring to the activities of global corporations. The invention 
of the term is usually attributed to Randolph S. Bourne who wrote the essay 
“Trans-national America” in 1916 (Bourne 2006), and used the adjective in a 
manner that corresponded more to multiculturalism (Waldinger 2013) than to 
contemporary transnationalism. 
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This pioneering definition of transnationalism quickly attracted scholarly 
attention, including criticisms. For instance, Sarah J. Mahler (1998) criticised it 
for providing 

ample space for any number of individual and group activities that span borders to 
be construed as transnational – from visitation to sending remittances, to making 
telephone calls. /…/ [T]he definition offers little assistance for evaluating the content, 
intensity and importance of transnational ties, for examining the interests served 
through these ties and, perhaps most fundamentally, for establishing a typology of 
transnational actors – individuals, families, households, hometown associations, 
governments etc. (Mahler 1998, 74).

Some critics also emphasised the terminological inadequacy of transnationalism, 
e.g. its incompatibility with nationalism as a political doctrine, social and po-
litical movement and a collective sentiment (Božić 2004), and suggested trans- 
state as a more suitable term for describing dense connections across state 
borders (Faist 2008, Waldinger & Fitzgerald 2004). Others questioned trans- 
nationalism’s novelty and criticised the concept’s tempocentrism and techno-
logical determinism (Foner 1997, Waldinger & Fitzgerald 2004).

Nevertheless, scholarship on transnationalism proliferated rapidly, together 
with its derivatives – transmigration, transmigrants, transnation, transnationals 
etc. By the end of the 1990s Stephen Vertovec (1999, 449–456, cf. Božić 2004, 
189–190) identified six distinct meanings of transnationalism, not limited to 
migration studies:
1. social morphology (diasporas, transnational networks, transnational public 

spheres, transnational communities); 
2. type of consciousness (dual or multiple identifications, awareness of multi-

locality, transformations of identity);
3. mode of cultural reproduction (syncretism, creolization, cultural translation, 

hybridity, new ethnicities, transnational consumption);
4. avenue of capital (transnational corporations, transnational transactions, 

transnational entrepreneurship);
5. site of political engagement (INGOs, transnational social movement 

organizations, transnational political activities of diasporas);
6. (re)construction of ‘place’ or locality (translocalities, virtual neighbourhoods) 

(Vertovec 1999, 449–456).
 

The uncritical terminological and conceptual proliferation of transnationalism 
has been reflected in ways of conducting research and many researchers “have 
emphasized different aspects of transnational experiences, have conducted their 
studies at different levels of analysis, and have used a variety of theoretical and 
methodological approaches” (Itzigsohn 2000, 1128). Authors have developed 
different types and analytic categories of transnationalism, depending on the 
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scope, content, geographic orientation, frequency and intensity of transnational 
activities. Alternative metaphors such as transnational social fields (Levitt & 
Glick Schiller 2004), transnational social spheres (Gupta & Ferguson 1992) 
and transnational social spaces (Faist 2000, Pries 2001) also proliferated, and 
in some cases conceptually developed separately from transnationalism (Kuti & 
Božić 2016). 

In an effort to elaborate and validate transnationalism as a research field, 
Alejandro Portes and associates (1999, 219) proposed “delimit[ing] the concept of  
transnationalism to occupations and activities that require regular and sustained 
social contacts over time across national borders for their implementation”. Such 
a definition excludes occasional and irregular transnational activities, such as 
sporadic gifts to family members left behind, or one time real-estate purchases in 
the home country (Portes et al. 1999). Besides introducing stricter requirements 
for including a cross-border activity into transnationalism, Portes and associates 
(1999, 220) “define the individual and his/her support networks as the proper 
unit of analysis”, focusing the phenomenon of transnationalism on grassroots 
initiatives of ordinary migrants.1 In addition, Portes (2001, Portes et al. 2007) 
distinguishes immigrant transnationalism from other grassroots activists from 
the civil society who engage in regular and sustained cross-border activities.

In order to further delimit the realm of transnational and justify a distinct 
research area, Portes (2001, 2003) developed a typology of cross-border activities. 
He differentiates international, multinational and transnational activities in 
political, economic and socio-cultural spheres. International activities are “con-
ducted by states and other nationally-based institutions in other countries” 
(Portes 2001, 186), multinational activities are “conducted by institutions whose 
purposes and interests transcend the borders of a single nation-state” (Portes 
2001, 186), while transnational activities are “initiated and sustained by non-
institutional actors /…/ undertaken on their own behalf, rather than on behalf 
of the state or other corporate bodies” (Portes 2001, 186). Research on migrant 
transnationalism should concentrate on grassroots enterprises, but interactions 
with other levels of analysis (e.g. international policies or multinational actors) 
are also recognised as fruitful avenues for research (cf. Portes et al. 2007).

Even though stressing a lack of consensus and conceptual precision about 
transnationalism has become somewhat axiomatic (Al-Ali & Koser 2002), 
Alejandro Portes (2003, cf. Kuti 2014) has singled out several theoretical 
convergencies on migrant transnationalism. According to Portes (2003, 874), 
researchers in this field have reached a certain level of consensus on the point 
that “transnationalism represents a novel perspective, not a novel phenomenon”. 
There are many examples of transnational activities among immigrants in the past, 
but nevertheless “new technologies in transportation and telecommunications 
/…/ greatly facilitate[d] rapid communication across national borders and long 
distances” (Portes 2003, 875). Such developments contributed to the discovery 
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of transnationalism as a new perspective on phenomena that existed in the past, 
but were not recognised as worthy of scholarly attention (Portes 2003). 

Second, “transnationalism is a grassroots phenomenon” (Portes 2003, 875). 
Despite the attempts to include governments and corporations as transnational 
actors “from above” (cf. Guarnizo & Smith 1998), the majority of the literature 
on (migrant) transnationalism deals with initiatives of ordinary people to estab-
lish and maintain lasting economic, political and cultural ties across national 
borders (Portes 2003, 875). Another strand of research within the framework of 
transnationalism has focused on the cross-border activities of “nongovernmental 
associations and activists for human rights, the environment and other global 
causes” (Portes 2003, 876).

Third, “not all immigrants are transnationals” or transmigrants (Portes 2003, 
876). Scholarly enthusiasm around a novel perspective and a novel field of 
study has led to exaggeration of the scope of actual transnational practices among 
migrants. Additionally, qualitative case studies used in pioneering anthropological 
studies usually sampled on the dependent variable (that is, transnationalism). 
This methodological issue has been identified as “responsible for obscuring  
the absence of transnationalism in the everyday lives of many migrants” (Portes  
2003, 876) and the perception among scholars that all immigrants are trans- 
migrants. Subsequent quantitative studies confirmed the existence of trans-
national practices among different groups of migrants in different settings, but 
in many cases only a minority of migrants regularly engaged in transnational 
practices (Guarnizo et al. 2003, Portes et al. 2002).

Fourth, “immigrant transnationalism has macro-social consequences” 
(Portes 2003, 877). According to Portes (2003): 

While from an individual perspective the act of sending a remittance, buying a house 
in the migrant’s hometown, or traveling there from time to time have purely personal 
consequences, in the aggregate they can modify the fortunes and the cultures of these 
towns and even of the countries of which they are part (Portes 2003, 877–878).

Migrant economic remittances, both regular and occasional, can turn into a 
significant source of foreign exchange and investments for home communities2 
(Portes 2003), while social remittances as “local-level forms of cultural diffusion” 
(Levitt 1998, 926) can give rise to significant socio-cultural and political con-
sequences. 

Finally, scholars in the field of (migrant) transnationalism agree that “the  
extent and forms of transnational activism vary with contexts of exit and 
reception” (Portes 2003, 879). In the USA, various migrant groups differently 
engage in transnational activities depending on their urban/rural origin and 
whether their home country is in a violent conflict, or in a peaceful situation 
(Portes 2003). The context of reception (e.g. the level of discrimination in a host 
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society, geographic concentration or dispersal of a migrant group) also affects 
the intensity and type of transnational engagement (Portes 2003). In addition, 
transnational activities can vary depending on “geographical proximity of sen-
ding and receiving contexts, histories of interdependence between nation-states 
and localities, patterns of migration and processes of settlement” (Vertovec 2009, 
18–19), and change during time. 

Even though the number of studies on migrant transnationalism may have 
stagnated in comparison to the first decade of the 21st century, it still presents a  
popular research theme and assumes a significant place in contemporary migra-
tion studies (cf. Dahinden 2017).

3. Multiculturalism
Unlike transnationalism, multiculturalism has been declared dead by several po-
liticians and some scholars. Others, in contrast, emphasise a substantial growth 
of multicultural policies (Modood 2013, Banting & Kymlicka 2013), and predict 
an increase in multiculturalism’s conceptual significance in the future (Kivisto & 
Faist 2010, Žagar 2008). The latter possibility can be illustrated by a number 
of recent scholarly articles and debates (re)problematising different aspects 
of multiculturalism (e.g. Antonsich 2016, Colombo 2015, Gregurović 2016, 
Pakulski 2014, Winter 2015). Just like transnationalism, multiculturalism has been 
a contested term, but its contestation, in contrast, has reached beyond academic 
debates, becoming part of the public discourse. It is therefore not surprising that 
(English) online dictionaries often include the term multiculturalism, while sel-
dom produce any results for  the term transnationalism. Multiculturalism is thus 
defined as “the presence of, or support for the presence of, several distinct cultu-
ral or ethnic groups within a society” (Oxford Dictionaries), or “the  belief that 
different  cultures within a  society should all be given  importance” (Cambridge 
Dictionary). Collins Dictionary in contrast distinguishes two meanings: “1) the 
state or condition of being multicultural, 2) the policy of maintaining a diversity 
of ethnic cultures within a community” (Collins Dictionary). The second mea-
ning is closer to definitions of multiculturalism in professional or discipline-
specific dictionaries, which are significantly broader and include the history 
of multiculturalism, its geographical context, philosophy, criticisms and even 
assessments of its political and conceptual future (e.g. Abercrombie et al. 2006, 
Turner 2006).3

Although it originated in Canada in the early 1970s as a public policy to 
promote and maintain diversity of cultures, various theoretical approaches to 
multiculturalism have developed within the social sciences and the humanities. 
Similar to transnationalism, multiculturalism has become a popular field of 
study resulting in many types and categories in scholarly literature, not limited 
to migration and ethnic studies. It also reached a variety of public domains, 
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including medicine, psychotherapy, marketing, criminal law and public relations 
(Vertovec 2010).

In an attempt to map different theoretical approaches to multiculturalism in 
sociological terms, Douglas Hartmann and Joseph Gerteis (2005) distinguish 
three ideal types of multiculturalism in social theory. Instead of unidimensional 
approaches to diversity (i.e. assimilationism vs. multiculturalism), the authors 
differentiate two dimensions: cultural (basis of cohesion) and relational (basis of 
association). Cultural bases for cohesion can be either substantive moral bonds 
and practices, or procedural norms and laws, while societal basis for association 
can be either in individual interactions or via groups (Hartman & Gerteis 2005, 
222–223). Introducing a two-dimensional framework enables Hartman and 
Gerteis (2005, 219) to distinguish “four distinct visions of difference” in social 
theory, three of which present types of multiculturalism: cosmopolitanism, 
interactive pluralism and fragmented pluralism. Although they emphasised that 
different versions present ideal types and not specific theories, Hartman and 
Gerteis (2005) illustrated particular types with different authors. Their typology 
was complemented by Peter Kivisto and Thomas Faist (2010) who included 
examples of corresponding state policies, along with additional illustrations from 
the scholarly literature. A combination of two interpretations of approaches to 
multiculturalism and assimilationism is shown in the Table 1.

Table 1: Different Perspectives on Multiculturalism
                                                                    Basis of cohesion (cultural dimension)

Ba
sis

 fo
r a

ss
oc

ia
tio

n 
 

(r
el

at
io

na
l d

im
en

sio
n) Substantive moral bonds Procedural norms

Individual  
in society

Assimilationism (e.g. Schlesinger, 
Brubaker, Joppke; France as exemplar)

Cosmopolitanism (e.g. Hollinger; 
USA or Britain as exemplars)

Mediating 
groups

Interactive Pluralism (e.g. Alexander, 
Taylor + Kymlicka, Parekh; Canada 
and Australia as exemplars)

Fragmented Pluralism (e.g. Portes 
& Rumbaut; Young; no existing 
society fits this model)

Sources: Adapted from Hartmann & Gerteis (2005) and Kivisto & Faist (2010).

The authors’ interpretations differ most when it comes to “segmented assimila- 
tion” (Portes & Rumbaut 2001, Portes & Zhou 1993) as illustrative of fragmented 
pluralism. Hartmann and Gerteis (2005, 229) describe this orientation as 
characterised by “the existence of a variety of distinctive and relatively self-
contained mediating communities” between the individual and the nation. 
Although Hartmann and Gerteis (2005) also mention Iris Marion Young’s 
work as an example of fragmented pluralism in theory, Kivisto and Faist (2010) 
emphasise their misinterpretation of segmented assimilation in this context. 
Namely, “[Hartmann and Gerteis] depict segmented assimilation as amounting 
to entry into distinctive sectors of society that both in terms of related patterns 
of cultural values and social interaction function in isolation from other sectors” 
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(Kivisto & Faist 2010, 189–190). According to Kivisto and Faist (2010), none 
of the world’s liberal democracies matches this model, and under the assump-
tion that “multiculturalism is a product of elite decision making /…/ it is in-
conceivable that any [political and/or cultural] elites would actively endorse or 
promote such societal balkanization” (Kivisto & Faist 2010, 190). Therefore, 
Kivisto and Faist (2010) consider cosmopolitanism and interactive pluralism as 
the only viable forms of multiculturalism.

Other typologies most often include two or three types of multiculturalism, 
and vary according to assigned labels, classification criteria, level of sophistication 
and/or elaboration, disciplinary approach etc. (cf. Mesić 2006). Barret (2013), 
for example, differentiates symbolic, structural and dialogical multiculturalism. 
Symbolic multiculturalism emphasises the preservation of cultural differences 
reduced to “symbolic markers of ethnic groups such as clothing, food and music” 
(Barret 2013, 4). Structural multiculturalism aims to alleviate more substantial 
societal inequalities resulting from the political, economic and social disadvan-
tages of minority groups (Barret 2013). Dialogical multiculturalism, represented 
by Bhikhu Parekh (2000), emphasises institutionalised dialogue between (non- 
homogeneous) cultures and “represents a normative stance on how multicul-
turalism should be implemented rather than a description of an actual system of 
policies” (Barret 2013, 5).4 

When it comes to institutionalisation and practice of multiculturalism in 
different countries, Michel Wievorka (1998) differentiates its integrated and 
disintegrated variants. (Relatively) integrated multiculturalism is the type of 
multiculturalism in Canada, and particularly in Sweden and Australia, which  
does not include a strict separation between the cultural (politics of recognition) 
and the economic dimension (politics of redistribution, Wievorka 1998). Di-
sintegrated multiculturalism, on the other hand, is illustrated by the case of the 
USA where demands for social equality (affirmative action) and demands for 
cultural recognition have been formulated by different actors in different historical 
moments. Wievorka (1998) concludes that “in so far as multiculturalism is not 
expected to distinguish between dealing with social inequalities and lack of 
respect for and recognition of cultures, the theoretical unity of multiculturalism 
is not conveyed here by a unity of practice” (Wievorka 1998, 889).

Will Kymlicka (2010) distinguishes three patterns of multiculturalism tar-
geting different minority groups: indigenous peoples, historic national minori-
ties and immigrant groups. In line with this division and concerning the level 
of concrete policies, Banting and Kymlicka (2006, 2013) have developed the 
Multiculturalism Policy Index (MCPI) seeking to capture the multiculturalist 
turn. MCPI includes nine policy indicators for indigenous peoples, six for 
national minorities and eight policies concerning immigrant groups. Since post-
immigration multiculturalism (Modood 2013) is of particular importance in 
the context of migration studies and transnationalism, eight policies concerning 
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immigrants are listed here: 
1. constitutional, legislative or parliamentary affirmation of multiculturalism, 

at the central and/or regional and municipal levels;
2. the adoption of multiculturalism in the school curriculum;
3. the inclusion of ethnic representation/sensitivity in the mandate of public 

media or media licensing;
4. exemptions from dress codes, either by statute or by court cases;
5. allowing of dual citizenship;
6. the funding of ethnic group organizations to support cultural activities;
7.  the funding of bilingual education or mother-tongue instruction;
8.  affirmative action for disadvantaged immigrant groups (Banting & Kymlicka 

2013).

Given that the beginning of the 21st century has been marked by the (alleged) 
retreat from multiculturalism, its demise, failure, a backlash against it and even 
proclaimed death (Colombo 2015, Vertovec & Wessendorf 2010), Banting and 
Kymlicka (2013) demonstrate that the retreat is more evident at a discursive 
than at a multicultural policy level. MPCI shows the “stability and expansion of 
multicultural policies in the first decade of the twenty-first century” in Europe 
(Banting & Kymlicka 2013, 579). One of the exceptions is the Netherlands, 
where the MPCI score significantly dropped in 2010 in comparison to 2000, 
while e.g. Belgium, Finland, Greece, Ireland, Norway, Portugal, Spain and Swe-
den recorded stronger multicultural policies (Banting & Kymlicka 2013).5 
Authors also note a “proliferation of ‘civic integration’ policies” (Banting & 
Kymlicka 2013, 586) which are not incompatible with multicultural policies and 
often develop around existing programmes.

In an attempt to mark a beginning of a new era in debates over immigrant and 
ethnic integration, some authors use the term post-multiculturalism. According 
to Wong (2015, 69), “[a] central aspect of ‘post-multiculturalism’ discourse is 
based on the perception and claim that multiculturalism is not working, /…/ 
and is segregating /…/ diverse ‘racial’, ethnic, and religious groups”, while for 
Vertovec (2010, 91) post-multiculturalist policies and discourse combine 
“a strong common identity and values /…/ with the recognition of cultural 
differences”. Nevertheless, some authors state that it is unclear whether the term 
post-multiculturalism denotes a continuation or a retreat from its predecessor 
(Gozdecka et al. 2014), and criticise the post-multiculturalist critique for 
simplifying multiculturalism (Kymlicka 2010). Putting these issues aside, it 
is evident that multiculturalism is still present in scholarly and public debates 
surrounding immigration, even though it has multiple meanings and types. 
Therefore it is justifiable to inquire its relations to transnationalism, another 
popular concept within migration studies.
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4. Similarities and Differences between Transnationa- 
lism and Multiculturalism: Sketching Some Paths 
for Further Research
In order to sketch possible paths for further research on transnationalism and 
multiculturalism within migration studies, it seems useful to single out simi-
larities and differences between the two notions at a general level.6 First of all, 
both concepts are quite popular catchphrases and keywords in scholarly dis- 
course, not limited to migration studies. For instance, the EBSCOhost 
SocINDEX database offers 8,786 texts for the search on multiculturalism and 
3,518 for transnationalism. Adjective forms result in even more hits (19,053 for 
multicultural and 14,601 for transnational) in the research database.7

In part as a result of this popularity, both transnationalism and multicul-
turalism have many meanings, various definitions and approaches. For example, 
Ley (2010, 190) has characterised this variety as the “semantic breadth of 
multiculturalism” while Pakulski (2014, 25) notes its “proliferation of meanings”, 
“semantic evolution” and “conceptual stretch”, even if limited to the case of a 
single country. Similar characterisations and descriptions have also become 
almost commonplace for transnationalism (cf. Vertovec 1999, 2009).8 

In relation to the previous point, migrant transnationalism and post-immi-
gration multiculturalism represent merely one of several types. Transnationalism 
and multiculturalism are both wider in scope, conceptually and empirically, and 
are not limited to (post)migration variants, which are the focus of this paper. 
Furthermore, both notions are characterised by a lack of theoretical clarity, and 
have been contested and criticised for their vagueness, polysemy, lack of con-
ceptual precision etc. Consequently, both are misunderstood in many ways and 
instances, albeit with different social consequences. Multiculturalism as a public 
policy and its subsequent transfer and appropriation to public discourse has had 
different social consequences to scholarly debates on migrant transnationalism. 
In addition, transnationalism and multiculturalism are both sometimes (mis)
understood as antithetical, or at least incompatible, to migrant integration. 
Nevertheless, both are sometimes analysed and compared as different modes of 
integration (e.g. Faist 2000).

Two concepts also diverge in several points. For instance, transnationalism  
and multiculturalism imply different geographical scopes. Multiculturalism is 
usually conceptualised and researched within nation-state containers as a public 
policy, while transnational processes presuppose transcending national borders 
and the creation of transnational social spaces, including actors in various loca- 
tions in at least two nation-states. In relation to the previous point, multicultura-
lism and transnationalism involve different actors and different directions of 
social actions. Studies of migrant transnationalism most often concentrate on 
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the grassroots initiatives of ordinary people, while multiculturalism, as a state 
policy and a political programme, is implemented top-down. Research on 
transnationalism and multiculturalism most often involves different levels of 
analysis as well. Studies of migrant transnationalism are usually conducted at 
micro- and meso-levels of analysis, while studies of multiculturalism usually 
include macro-level comparisons between different nation states (e.g. Koopmans 
2010, 2013), or the development or effects of relevant policies within a single 
nation state (e.g. Tavan 2012, Vasta 2007). 

Finally, in comparison to multiculturalism, the normative or policy di-
mension of transnationalism is less developed, even though transnationalism is 
gaining its policy momentum within the so called migration and development 
nexus. Nevertheless, transnationalism is still largely studied as a social practice 
and a process, and not as a programme or a policy.9 

Despite their general differences, it is possible to sketch several paths for 
further research on multiculturalism and transnationalism within migration 
studies. As a starting point, three meanings of multiculturalism (as a state policy, 
social practice and a theoretical construct, Kvisto & Faist 2010, 165) are converted 
into levels in order to accommodate intersections between multiculturalism 
and transnationalism, and to discuss possible paths for further research. This 
division is heuristic and analytical in many ways, and possible research themes 
presented here are certainly not exhaustive, and are subject to (re)interpretation. 
Even though migration studies is an interdisciplinary field drawing from several 
disciplines, the possible research relations between multiculturalism and 
transnationalism are discussed primarily from a sociological perspective.

At a theoretical construct level, it is possible to synthesise different appro-
aches and conceptualisations of transnationalism and multiculturalism, and 
relate them to broader theoretical perspectives within the social sciences or 
migration studies. There are many theoretical works which attempt to recapitulate 
different approaches to either of the two notions, and this paper is a modest 
attempt to build on existing scholarship and add a comparative perspective. 
Another possible path is to examine the application of transnationalism and 
multiculturalism, e.g. Gerring’s (1999) analytical framework for understanding 
concept formation (cf. Božić 2004) in a selected case. From the sociology of 
scientific knowledge perspective, it is also possible to track the development 
and institutionalisation of transnationalism and multiculturalism in research 
projects, university curricula, PhD programmes and specialised research and 
education institutions, from a selected national or cross-national perspective 
(across time and space). It is also possible to compare a number of books and 
scholarly articles in leading journals for a selected time frame, and relate them to 
various contextual factors, locally, nationally and/or internationally. In addition, 
it might be possible to track a differential development of the two notions in 
relation to relevant public policies, locally, nationally or supranationally.
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When it comes to the state (or local) policy level, it is possible to analyse 
and evaluate different policy documents, and compare definitions and the 
policy operationalisation of multiculturalism and transnationalism into specific 
measures. In order to relate and put in perspective the existence and expansion 
(or retraction) of different policies, it may be feasible to develop indicators for 
public policies pertaining to transnational (e.g. diaspora) links and compare the 
results for selected countries with the MCPI (Banting & Kymlicka 2013) or 
other existing indices. It may be possible to track the development of particular 
policies and relate them to wider concepts such as immigrant integration, social 
cohesion, development etc., also frequently used in relevant public policy 
documents. Such an analysis could include selected countries of immigration and 
emigration, supranational regulations and intergovernmental or international 
organisations, depending on a particular case. Below the national level, relevant 
public policies could be explored at local or regional levels. In order to maintain 
a critical perspective, public policy analysis should also emphasise an evaluation 
aspect, determining outcomes and the functionality of policy measures. 

Finally, the social practices level appears to be the richest for further research 
on intersections between multiculturalism and transnationalism. Colombo 
(2015, 815) has already noted the increasing scholarly interest in studying 
“everyday multiculturalism” – “the daily negotiation of cultural difference in urban 
contexts”. Combination with the study of migrants’ transnational practices could 
lead to ascertaining the effects of the context of reception on the intensity and 
type of migrants’ transnational engagement (cf. Portes 2003, Portes et al. 1999) 
in their everyday life. Such a study might determine the relative importance of 
migrants’ local and (transnational) pluri-local social interactions, and explore 
the level of simultaneity (Levitt & Glick Schiller 2004) in their daily practices, in 
a particular (trans)national or local context.

Multiculturalism can also be conceived as a backdrop for migrant trans-
national practices in settings characterised by different policies dealing with 
diversity (Žagar 2007, 2008), thus combining phenomenal and policy levels. 
Such an endeavour might include a cross-national comparative analysis of one 
migrant group in several immigration countries. A more complex analysis could 
deal with possible intersections of different types of transnational practices with 
different types of multiculturalism (e.g. Hartman & Gerteis 2005). Such an 
effort would presuppose a multi-sited comparative research project, including 
the main exemplar countries (Kivisto & Faist 2010), and one or several migrant 
groups.

Finally, existing studies suggest that transnationalism is not incompatible  
with integration (Hammond 2013, Lacroix 2013). Since multiculturalism per- 
tains to a particular form of integration, future studies might deal with multi-
culturalism and transnationalism via integration, adding a new component to 
the three analytical levels (social practices, public policy and social theory). Such 
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an analysis is particularly important since “[t]he practice of multiculturalism was 
increasingly associated with forms of ‘unhealthy’ political transnationalism that 
made it potentially divisive and fragmentary” (Wong 2015, 82), particularly in 
the public discourse. In addition, more studies should employ multi-sited (cross-
country) comparative research designs (one migrant group in several locations, 
or several groups in several locations) in order to further explore the relations 
between transnational practices, multicultural policies and migrant integration.

5. Conclusion 
Instead of declaring the death of multiculturalism and by assuming the conti-
nuing importance of both transnationalism and multiculturalism within 
migration studies, this article has tried to sketch out possible avenues for fur- 
ther research involving intersections between the two notions. Migrant trans- 
nationalism and multiculturalism have been discussed, including their defi-
nitions, types, various approaches and some criticisms. After comparing the 
two concepts and examining some similarities and differences between them, 
possible paths for further research on multiculturalism and transnationalism 
have been laid out, based on the differentiation between the two notions at the 
public policy, social practice and theoretical level. It is possible to conclude that 
transnationalism and multiculturalism do not lead migration studies into an 
intellectual cul-de-sac, but offer many potentially rewarding paths for further 
research, some of which have been outlined in this paper. The social practices 
level appears as the richest for further research on intersections between 
multiculturalism and transnationalism, including “everyday multiculturalism” 
(Colombo 2015) or simultaneity (Levitt & Glick Schiller 2004). However, in 
order to avoid a further uncritical proliferation of meanings (and sometimes 
types) of both transnationalism and multiculturalism, it is useful to clearly define 
one’s approach in the future research studies and place them against (or next to) 
the existing research.

Finally, introducing a transnational perspective into the study of multi-
culturalism might yield potential epistemological benefits and correct some 
research biases. For instance, including different levels and scales of analysis 
beyond the national container, to which the study of multiculturalism has been  
so strongly connected, might alleviate “methodological nationalism” (e.g. 
Wimmer & Glick Schiller 2003) of multiculturalism. On the other hand, intro- 
ducing hybridity and dynamics could de-essentialise and de-reify multi-
culturalism, and its “[tendency] to classify individuals and groups by a singular 
(ethnic, above all) identity” (Gomarasca 2013, 70). In addition, the study of 
the social processes within and beyond multicultural(ist) societies could also 
alleviate the “naïve normativity” of transnationalism, or the tendency of “portra-
ying transnational phenomena in an excessively positive light” (Amelina & Faist 
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2012, 1708), and re-ground transnational practices in relevant social settings, 
without losing sight of the fact that national and local regulations and policies 
still matter. 
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notes
1 One of the first attempts to differentiate types of transnationalism was the distinction between 

“transnationalism from above” and “transnationalism from below” (Guarnizo & Smith 1998).
2 According to The World Bank (2016) estimates, remittance flows have exceeded $601 billion 

worldwide in 2015, of which $441 billion was estimated to have flown to developing countries.
3 In contrast, multiculturalism is conspicuously absent in The Blackwell Dictionary of Modern 

Social Thought (Outhwaite 2006) and in Encyclopedia of Social Theory (Ritzer 2005).
4 Some types of multiculturalism denote more radical conceptions challenging the societal status  

quo. According to Mesić (2006, 126), most authors have adopted the term critical multicultura-
lism to denote its socially critical variant, opposing more socially affirmative liberal versions 
of multiculturalism. Other similar labels include insurgent multiculturalism (Giroux 1993), 
resistance or even revolutionary multiculturalism (McLaren 1995, 1996, in Mesić 2006).

5 When discussing MCPI scores, it is important to note that the existence of a policy should not be 
uncritically equated with its functionality in practice.
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6 A more detailed discussion of particular types or approaches to transnationalism and multi-
culturalism, and their possible intersections, would largely surpass the spatial limitations of the 
article and is left for some future endeavours. 

7 Reported results refer to the basic search conducted in February 2017.
8 It might also be worthy to note that the first use of “transnational” (Bourne 2006) corresponded 

more to the contemporary meaning of multiculturalism than transnationalism.
9 Hence, suffix -ism makes more sense in multiculturalism than in transnationalism.
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