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The emergence of transnational
political spaces

Stephanie Schütze
This article retraces the ways in which politically-engaged Mexican migrant organi-
zations from Chicago have contributed to the emergence of transnational political 
spaces since the late 1990s. The results of the underlying broad ethnographic study 
in Chicago and the Mexican state of Michoacán contribute to an understanding of 
transnational political spaces, based on the interplay of cross-border arenas of mul-
tifaceted political action. Mexican migrant organizations interact with their home 
communities, government agencies on both sides of the border and US civic organi-
zations in civic and institutional political arenas. The ethnographic analysis high-
lights case-specific characteristics of transnational political spaces that are central 
to a more extensive theoretical understanding of transnationalization processes: 
“the local” as network of social relationships; the development of agency; political 
action in and beyond nation-state structures; and the intertwining of multifaceted 
interaction and communication arenas. 

KEYWORDS: political action, interaction and communication, Mexican migrant 
organizations, leadership. 

A emergência dos espaços políticos transnacionais  Este artigo deli-
neia como o envolvimento político das organizações de migrantes mexicanos em 
 Chicago tem contribuído para o surgimento de espaços políticos transnacionais 
desde o final da década de 1990. Tem por base os resultados de um estudo etnográ-
fico amplo em Chicago e no estado mexicano de Michoacán, que contribuem para a 
compreensão dos espaços políticos transnacionais, com base na interação de arenas 
transfronteiriças de ação política multifacetada. Organizações de migrantes mexi-
canos interagem com as suas comunidades de origem, agências governamentais de 
ambos os lados da fronteira e organizações cívicas dos EUA em arenas políticas cívi-
cas e institucionais. Através da análise etnográfica, destacam-se as características 
específicas dos espaços políticos transnacionais, que são fundamentais para uma 
compreensão teórica mais ampla dos processos de transnacionalização: “o local” 
como rede de relações sociais; o desenvolvimento da agência; a ação política dentro 
e para além das estruturas do Estado-nação; e o entrelaçamento das arenas multifa-
cetadas da interação e da comunicação. 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: ação política, interação e comunicação, organizações de migran-
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INTRODUCTION

This article retraces the ways in which politically-engaged Mexican migrant 
organizations from Chicago have contributed to the emergence of transna-
tional political spaces between their regions of origin in Mexico and their 
places of residence in the United States since the late 1990s. These activists 
interact with members from their home communities, with government agen-
cies on both sides of the border and with other civic organizations in multifac-
eted socio-political, civic and institutional arenas. From the interplay of these 
cross-border arenas transnational political spaces emerge. The following article 
is based on a broad ethnographic investigation that I conducted in the state 
of Michoacán and in metropolitan Chicago and highlights the study’s findings 
on the emergence of transnational political spaces (Schütze 2016).

On the one hand, the article examines the emergence of transnational politi-
cal spaces in the city of Chicago and its surrounding areas. Chicago was chosen 
as a research site because it has been a stronghold of Mexican migrant political 
participation in recent years. Before that, Los Angeles had been the stronghold 
of political activism of Mexican migrants ever since the Chicano movement 
of the 1960s. In a special section of the journal Latino Studies also including 
contributions from Xóchitl Bada (2013) and Judith Boruchoff (2013a, 2013b), 
I have pointed out the virtually unexplored role of Chicago as a new political 
center of Mexican migrant organizations (Schütze 2013). The panorama of 
Chicago’s Mexican migrant organizations is broad: it ranges from civil society 
organizations (hometown associations) and chapters of Mexican political par-
ties to institutions of the Mexican government.1 Beyond their Mexico-centered 
political activities, migrant organizations have also increasingly addressed the 
US public sphere in recent years. Ever since the first marches for comprehensive 
immigration reform, in 2006, Chicago has become a center of Mexican migrant 
political activity in the United States (Flores-González and Pallares 2010).

On the other hand, I analyze the relationships of the Chicago Mexican 
migrant groups with their communities of origin in Michoacán, which was 
chosen as a research site because it is one of the Mexican states most affected 
by migration to the United States. Today, between 30 and 60 per cent of the 
original population of their communities of origin live abroad; 13 per cent of all 
households in Michoacán have at least one member living as a migrant in the 
United States (López Castro 2003: 19). In Chicago, migrants from  Michoacán 
first organized in clubs (hometown associations) of their communities of ori-
gin. The first Michoacano hometown association from Ciudad Hidalgo was 

1 In the 1990s the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), the Partido de la Revolución 
Democrática (PRD), and the Partido de Acción Nacional (PAN) began to organize local groups of affil-
iates among the Mexican migrant population of the US in the state of Illinois.
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founded in the 1970s and emerged from the soccer club Deportivo Taximaroa 
(Bada 2008: 99). But it was not until the 1990s that seven other hometown 
associations emerged and together founded the Federación de Clubes Micho-
acanos en Illinois (Fedecmi) to coordinate their work as an umbrella organi-
zation. Today about 43 hometown associations, each with a membership of 
20 to 300 families, belong to the federation. Fedecmi has developed into the 
most publicly active federation of Mexican migrants in recent years. In 2004 
Casa Michoacán was inaugurated as the seat of Fedecmi in Chicago’s Pilsen 
neighborhood with help from the government of Michoacán.

In Michoacán, I interviewed 23 persons, the majority from three commu-
nities – Tarecuato, Acuitzio del Canje and Francisco Villa – that are involved 
in transnational projects at the local and the municipal levels. In Chicago, 
I interviewed 22 leading activists of Mexican migrant organizations. In order 
to capture the spectrum of migrant transnational participation in Chicago, 
I interviewed members of the hometown associations of the three commu-
nities in Michoacán, then I interviewed members of the local groups of the 
three major Mexican political parties, and finally leaders from other Mexican 
organizations in close contact with Fedecmi, such as Durango Unido and the 
Fede ración de Guerrerenses Radicados en Chicago. The majority of the inter-
viewees in Chicago and Michoacán were men (8 women, 37 men). Previous 
studies of gender relations in Mexican organizations in the US indicate that 
Chicago is not an exception; they confirm male domination, especially with 
respect to hometown associations (Goldring 2001; Zamudio Grav 2005).

In the subsequent parts of the article, I first present my theoretical approach 
to the understanding of political processes in transnational spaces. Then I dis-
cuss the following characteristics of the emergence of transnational political 
spaces in more detail: first, “the local” as a network of social relationships; sec-
ond, the development of agency; third, political action in and beyond nation-
state structures; and fourth, the intertwining of multifaceted interaction and 
communication arenas.

UNDERSTANDING POLITICAL PROCESSES IN TRANSNATIONAL SPACES

To understand political processes in transnational spaces, I have systemati-
cally linked perspectives from transnational studies with research approaches 
from classical political anthropology. First, I refer to the symbolic school of 
anthropology that defines “the political” as decision-making and negotiation 
processes that imply power struggles and are at the same time collective and 
public (Swartz, Turner and Tuden 1966). Second, I relate to research on trans-
national migration, according to which transnational spaces are created by the 
permanent cross-border practices of social actors or communities and their 
relationship networks (Basch, Glick Schiller and Szanton Blanc 1994; Faist 
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2006; Smith and Guarnizo 1998; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004; Pries 1996, 
2010; Vertovec 2009; and many others). I therefore analyze transnational 
political spaces as spheres in which communication takes place, community 
concerns are negotiated and decisions are made that link communities across 
the US-Mexican border because political spaces emerge on the basis of social 
relations between members of Chicago’s migrant organizations and actors 
from Mexican communities.

Recent research on the political dimension of migration between Mexico and 
the United States has usually separated political and civic engagement: there 
are studies on migrant civic organizations, as in hometown associations (Bada 
2008; Escala Rabadán 2005; Moctezuma Longoria 2003) and binational orga-
nizations (Brooks and Fox 2002; Rivera-Salgado 2002; Velasco Ortiz 2008); 
furthermore, there are studies on the movement for political rights, such as the 
fight for the right to vote in Mexico (Badillo Moreno 2004; Calderón Chelius 
2003, 2011) and the movement for comprehensive immigration legislation in 
the United States (Bada, Fox and Seele 2006). Yet my case study shows that 
the transnationalization of political action is situated both outside and within 
political and institutional structures and processes (such as political parties, 
elections, government bodies).

The Mexican migrant activists I interviewed interact on different – nation-
state and sub-national – levels in two countries and simultaneously tran-
scend them. On the Mexican side, they interact with government bodies at 
the community, municipality, state (Michoacán) and federal levels. On the US 
side, they interact with government bodies at city (Chicago), county (Cook 
County), state (Illinois) and federal levels. The interviewees themselves dif-
ferentiate “institutional politics” (party and government policy) from their 
own mostly voluntary engagement, which they consciously do not call politi-
cal, but trabajo comunitario (work for a common good). In fact, however, their 
engagement moves in both civic (hometown associations and federation) and 
institutional-political contexts.

To understand the multifaceted political action of migrants, I use the con-
cept of arena as a methodological and theoretical tool to analyze the emergence 
of transnational political spaces. I understand political spaces as relatively 
broad areas of political activities, while arenas are smaller spheres within these 
broad areas (cf. Lewellen 2003; Khagram and Levitt 2008). Arenas are under-
stood as concrete places of representation and simultaneously as communica-
tion contexts (Strauss 1993; Turner 1974). My empirical study in Chicago and 
Michoacán contributes to an understanding of transnational political spaces, 
based on collective and personal connections of multifaceted local arenas of 
political action. Through this analysis, case-specific characteristics of trans-
national political spaces have emerged that are central to a more extensive 
theoretical understanding of such transnationalization processes: “the local” 
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as network of social relationships; political action in and beyond nation-state 
structures; the development of agency; and the intertwining of multifaceted 
interaction and communication arenas.

“The local” as network of social relationships
The political interaction and communication arenas, which members of 
migrant organizations in Chicago have established with actors from their home 
communities in Michoacán, politicians and civic organizations, first emerge in 
local places, namely in Chicago neighborhoods (where the seats of the feder-
ations are located) and the communities of origin in Mexico. Earlier studies 
have highlighted the central importance of “the local” as a basic characteris-
tic for the design of the transnational political spaces (Smith and Guarnizo 
1998; Appadurai 1996; Goldring 1998). At first this statement seems contra-
dictory since transnationalization as a cross-border phenomenon is automati-
cally connected to the deterritorialization of social structures. But it turns out 
that long-term cross-border interaction and communication usually do not 
take place in free-floating structures, but are carried out by specific actors at 
specific locations and within clearly defined organizational forms (Smith and 
Guarnizo 1998: 11).

In her seminal work about hometown organizations, Luin Goldring 
expresses this ambiguity by stating that Mexican migrants “tend to continue 
to orient their lives in part around their place of origin, maintaining trans-
national spaces and multiple identities” (Goldring 1998: 167). Therefore, 
the establishment of hometown associations can be seen as an institutional 
expression of transnational communities, as also expressed in their naming, 
for example “Club  Francisco Villa en Chicago, Illinois.” In Chicago, the first 
hometown associations were founded as early as the 1970s; however, their 
numbers have multiplied since the 1990s. Initially, hometown associations 
emerged as associations of people from the same local community in Mexico 
to continue cultural practices in migration and to support each other in every-
day life. Over time their activities increasingly began to focus on the organiza-
tion of collective support projects for the communities of origin.

In the analysis of the interviews it turned out that – besides maintain-
ing community traditions and mutual help for everyday life in Chicago – the 
main reason for migrants to become members of a hometown association is to 
organize projects that support their communities of origin (such as renovat-
ing the local church, building streets, or constructing schools, mostly funded 
by the 3x1 program of the Mexican government).2 Through such support 

2 In order to include migrant issues in its political agenda, the Mexican government created the 3x1 
Program in 2002. The program today includes infrastructure projects (for example the reconstruction of 
public plazas and the paving of streets), social projects (for example the granting of students’ [continues] 
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 activities, Michoacano migrants became involved in transnational action, as 
the  Fedecmi-member Berenice relates:

“It is the place where you were born, it’s your homeland. Although you 
leave your country, whether your situation is good or not, you always have 
nostalgic memories of your childhood, of the friendships you left behind, of 
a big part of your life you left behind. Well, maybe a way of giving back a 
little of what you received from your country is by building up relationships 
and by starting to help… like the 3x1 Program, helping your home com-
munities… And, then, the sentiment of the place where you belong always 
persists. Although you made a life here, it’s not ours. It doesn’t belong to us” 
[Berenice, Chicago, 30 March 2005].

This quote indicates that for activists, the strong bond to their commu-
nity of origin drives their involvement in transnational projects. The feeling of 
not-entirely-belonging to US society strengthens this identification. For most 
Mexicans, migration to the United States is associated with cultural, economic 
and political experiences of exclusion – at least in the first years after arrival. 
Studies of Mexican migrants show that the sense of belonging to a commu-
nity or region of origin often intensifies in migration and motivates transna-
tional engagement (Besserer 1999: 218; Fox and Rivera-Salgado 2004: 11-13; 
 Kearney 1988, 1995; Velasco Ortiz 2008). For Mexican migrants in Chicago, 
being members of a migrant organization means being publicly recognized as 
part of a local “we-group.” This feeling is particularly important in the con-
text of migration, as membership in a club, a federation or a local group of a 
Mexican political party restores their sense of proximity to the community and 
country of origin they left behind and creates a new sense of belonging.

Nevertheless, Mexican migrant organizations are not only oriented to sup-
port activities in their country of origin, but also have a strong local attachment 
to their places of residence in the United States, as shown by Casa Michoacán, 
the headquarters of the Michoacano federation, Fedecmi, in Chicago’s Pilsen 
neighborhood. It has become a very important place for Mexican migrants in 
the city: as a referral center to assist migrants in their daily life in Chicago and 
obtain public services (from food stamps to unemployment to free health care 
access) and educational training (such as computer courses). Also, it is a place 
of civic engagement: for example, the big marches for comprehensive immi-
gration reform were organized in Casa Michoacán in 2006. Other federations 

[continuation] scholarships), and productive projects (for example the support of small enterprises). 
The migrants initiate the projects and then negotiate with Mexican authorities to assure that, accord-
ing to the scheme dictated by the program, the municipal, state and federal government agencies each 
finance the same amount as the migrant hometown association.
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have similar cultural centers in Chicago, such as Centro Cultural Zacatecano, 
Casa Jalisco and Casa Chilanga (from Mexico City).

As we have seen, we are confronted with very territorial concepts of local 
space, such as the home communities and Casa Michoacán in the neighbor-
hood of Pilsen, where the large majority of the population is of Mexican ori-
gin.3 At the same time, the practices of the hometown associations cross and 
transcend territorial notions of space. For example, the founding of hometown 
associations in Chicago has a direct territorial dimension because the associa-
tions refer to the community of origin. At the same time these groups deterri-
torialize the community by reorganizing it in Chicago.

At once, hometown associations are both attached to a concrete place (the 
home community, Casa Michoacán) and transterritorial (as Mexico in Chicago 
or Chicago in Mexico). According to Arjun Appadurai, locality is produced 
in concrete life situations in which actors are interwoven (Appadurai 1996). 
Here locality is produced not only in territorially specific locations, but also in 
transnational communities formed by social relationships (kinship and friend-
ship) maintained among migrants and members of their communities of ori-
gin. In the transnational context “the local” must be understood as a space of 
social relationships. Although these social relationships are not located in one 
specific place, they refer to specific local contexts, such as the communities in 
Michoacán and the Mexican neighborhood of Pilsen in Chicago.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF AGENCY

Based on their local and transnational social relationship networks as well 
as on their organization in hometown associations and federations, Mexican 
migrant activists develop new social agency. Laura Velasco Ortiz shows how 
migrants combine experiences they gain by migrating with cultural and social 
knowledge learned in their communities of origin (Velasco Ortiz 1998: 111, 
126). The transnational agency of migrant activists is based on social, political 
and symbolic capital and transcultural competence developed in two national 
contexts. Leaders of Chicago hometown associations and federations accu-
mulate social capital in negotiating with Mexican government authorities for 
collective projects, which they can then convert to “agency.” The role of these 
leaders in transnational negotiation processes and their biographical narratives 
show that creative social and political learning processes are part of the trans-
nationalization of “the political,” as the example of Artemio shows.

3 Between the mid-19th and early 20th century, neighborhoods such as Pilsen, Little Italy and Greek-
town – all founded by European immigrants – developed in Chicago and were called “ethnic neigh-
borhoods.” Today, the population of many of these neighborhoods, such as Pilsen and Little Italy, is 
predominantly of Mexican origin.
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Artemio, along with family members and friends, founded Chicago’s Club 
Acuitzio del Canje in the 1990s, which then became one of the founding mem-
bers of Fedecmi. From the beginning, Artemio’s interest in founding Fedecmi 
was to increase political leverage and negotiate with Mexican governments for 
financial support of community projects. The Fedecmi network helped him carry 
out projects in his community. Yet Artemio has managed to expand his political 
capital and influence events far beyond his community: as a leading member of 
Fedecmi he has developed contacts that extend into Michoacán state politics. 
When it comes to carrying out projects, he uses his political relationships:

“I arranged the reconstruction of the road from Acuitzio del Canje 
to Canoas for them through my contacts and my congressmen friends. 
I arranged the financial support; the municipality didn’t have to do any-
thing. So, when I’m able to do certain things, I move ahead on my own. 
But sometimes I could do more and I don’t, because every one of those 
things also requires commitments in return. I have to spend money, time 
and effort” [Artemio, Chicago, 25 March 2005].

Because of his contacts with state government officials, Artemio was able to 
organize support projects in his community. The political capital that  Artemio 
acquired through his work in the federation opened doors to US political cir-
cles. Today, Artemio is the political director of the US-civic organization Illinois 
Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights (ICIRR)4 and his political agenda is 
directed at the vindication of migrant rights in the US. Prior to this important 
new position, he was one of the main organizers of mass demonstrations for com-
prehensive immigration legislation in Chicago and California in 2006. After that 
he worked as a spokesperson for the Latino press during Barack Obama’s 2008 
presidential campaign. Artemio sees his career as a logical political development:

“This has been a slow, but very noticeable, very significant process, because 
first I focused more on creating a structure of clubs and federations with an 
agenda for Mexico. Now the same people are still on my agenda, but the focus 
is on the US, and that doesn’t mean that I forget things back there. But now 
the priority is here, the priority is immigration reform; the priority is to acquire 
power so our people live better here” [Artemio, Chicago, 10 July 2009].

Artemio’s political success on both sides of the border is closely intercon-
nected. His success is derived from the reciprocal application of knowledge 
and influence acquired in both political arenas. As his political contacts extend 

4 The Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights (ICIRR) represents a broad community of 
migrants from all over the world, but its activities are limited to Illinois.
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to the state level in Michoacán, he uses this position to apply for community 
projects. His position as a leading member of Fedecmi and as a successful 
organizer of community projects later helped him to expand his influence in 
the US political arena.

By participating in a migrant organization activists develop new skills: the 
ability to speak in front of others, to represent an opinion, to plan activities, 
to make decisions, to develop ideas and to act as a representative of a group. 
In relation to Mexico, the newly acquired agency of the migrant leaders means 
the ability to negotiate projects, to act as spokesperson and to obtain respect 
and recognition. In Mexico, these leaders have the role of benefactors who 
promote education, health and the modernization of the communities’ infra-
structure. They have a special position as expatriate nationals: they cannot be 
directly controlled by the Mexican state. They are therefore free to act beyond 
state and municipal control in different arenas and at different political and 
institutional levels. Leaders who come from lower-class and lower middle-class 
communities in Mexico are now in contact with high-ranking politicians and 
representatives, from both Mexico and the United States. They sit with them 
at the same table and invite them to the celebrations of their hometown asso-
ciations and federations; that is, through their support work in the commu-
nities of origin they gain access to institutional level politics. Through the 
agency that migrant leaders develop in negotiations with their home commu-
nities and Mexican government bodies, they also acquire agency regarding US 
politics: when interacting with US government officials, politicians and civic 
organization leaders, they play the role of successful immigrants who are will-
ing to learn and act as spokespersons for their community. The appointment 
of  Artemio as political director of ICIRR shows the agency that the Mexican 
migrant community has gained in the US political scene.

Chicago’s Mexican migrant leaders act as brokers between various local 
actors (for example between migrants and their communities of origin), 
between Mexican governments and migrant organizations (between hometown 
associations, communities of origin and municipal governments), between 
migrant organizations and US government institutions, between political par-
ties and civic organizations as well as between different political cultures. It is 
precisely from transcultural mediation and transnational linking of different 
overlapping interaction and communication arenas that they develop agency 
( Anzaldúa 1987; Brah 1996).

POLITICAL ACTION IN AND BEYOND NATION-STATE STRUCTURES

At the same time Mexican migrant organizations and their leaders act beyond 
and within national state structures. In the interviews, activists from Chicago 
give insight as to how the political action of Mexican migrant organizations 
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not only takes place in a transnational context beyond nation-states, but must 
also be considered within national political structures. The case of migrant 
leader Artemio highlights how they broaden their activities to interaction and 
communication arenas that involve different sub-national (local, municipal 
and state) and national levels of government. Based on their position in the 
communities of origin and municipalities, migrant leaders have successfully 
gained access to state and federal government levels in Mexico. In the United 
States, migrant leaders gained access to state and federal policy arenas based 
on the local positioning of migrant organizations in Pilsen and in Chicago’s 
other Mexican neighborhoods. Based on the following three examples, I show 
how political action takes place in nation-state structures and transcends them 
at the same time.

Representing Mexico from abroad
Mexican migrant activists demand political participation and representation 
in Mexico’s political system. They legitimize their demands in several ways: 
their rights as Mexican citizens, their role as migrants who had to leave their 
country and build a new life in the United States, their economic support of 
the communities of origin as well as their sense of belonging to a community 
of origin. For these efforts and sacrifices they demand respect and access to 
political representation in state and national level politics, for example, as rep-
resentatives in the Mexican Federal Congress or in one of the state congresses.

Initially, Chicago’s migrant leaders became involved with Mexican parties 
to fight for the right to vote from abroad. As a result, they were able to vote 
in Mexican presidential elections in 2006 and 2012. Now their demands go 
further as migrant leader Fabián explains:

“What we’re looking for, is to continue living here and to be able to go 
to San Lazaro, to Congress, whenever it’s necessary to make decisions that 
affect our people here and also their families in their hometowns. What we’re 
looking to do is to be congressmen. We want to represent immigrants from 
outside Mexico, because we’re the only ones who know our needs. There are 
other congressmen who represent us, but they’ve never been immigrants. 
The migrant should be able to represent himself. I think migrants are owed 
that respect” [Fabián, Chicago, 22 June 2009].

For Fabián, the right to be represented in Mexico has to do with respect 
that migrants deserve because they had to leave their country due to the diffi-
cult economic circumstances while still supporting their home regions. For the 
migrant leaders, it is very important “to be respected” as a recognition of their 
sacrifices in migrating and their efforts in organizing support projects in their 
home communities. They claim the right to represent Mexican migrants at 
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the federal level in Mexico and to run their own candidates for congressional 
seats. They propose that the entire territory of the US should be recognized as 
a sixth constituency (circunscripción electoral) in Mexican presidential elections 
with the corresponding number of seats in San Lázaro, the Mexican Federal 
Congress (Mexico is currently divided into five electoral constituencies; each 
constituency has 40 seats for congressmen).

That is, on the one hand, migrant activists call for inclusion and recognition 
within the nation-state structures; on the other hand, their demands mean a 
delimitation of national-state structures according to a conventional under-
standing of citizenship and political representation within territorial boundar-
ies. Their demand for migrant representation in the Mexican federal congress 
goes beyond the conventional understanding of democracy as a government 
territorially bounded to the limits of the nation-state.

Transnational negotiating within the 3x1 Program
The Mexican government’s 3x1 Program is another clear example of simul-
taneous inclusion in nation-state structures and delimitation in the transna-
tional context. The procedure for funding the program is as follows: migrant 
hometown associations suggest a project and assume responsibility for a quar-
ter of the financing; then they negotiate with Mexican government entities at 
the municipal, state, and national levels for co-financing. My empirical results, 
however, also show that the 3x1 projects do not always follow this procedure, 
but that the projects are negotiated in transnational arenas due to different 
local and regional power structures.

A good example is the case of Francisco Villa, a community of about 1200 
inhabitants in the municipality of Zinapecuaro in northern Michoacán. A third 
of the “inhabitants” live in Chicago most of the year. In Chicago, migrants 
from Francisco Villa are organized in a hometown association, which has also 
been part of the federation Fedecmi since 2003. The members founded the 
hometown association with the idea of improving infrastructure and social 
services in their community. After they had joined Fedecmi, the members of 
Club Francisco Villa learned that it was possible to obtain financial support 
through the 3x1 Program, and in 2002 it became one of the first hometown 
associations to apply for a project. However, the municipal government of 
Zinapecuaro refused to contribute its share of the funding. The Partido Revo-
lucionario Institucional (PRI) had been in power in the municipality since the 
end of the Mexican Revolution (1910-17), when municipal governments were 
first elected. Since the current municipal government (2002-04) would not 
collaborate with them, in subsequent elections the migrant hometown associ-
ation supported the campaign of a young man from their community who was 
a member of the left-leaning opposition party, the Partido de la Revolución 
Democrática (PRD). The candidate, Raúl, relates:
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“So, again, the municipal government did not participate, and so, when 
the campaigns came in 2004, and the possibility arose for me to participate, 
the migrants got together and they told me, you know what? We want to 
support you, because we want someone to help us to do some more work 
in the community. So, Rubén and a group of many more people started to 
support me, they gathered financial support for the campaign, which totaled 
nearly 15,000 dollars. Look, this is really generous, because they cannot 
vote here, but they can pick up the telephone and say, look, mom, dad, 
there will be elections and, look, we are offering our money to do some work 
in the community, so please help us so that Raúl can win. So that helped, 
from the US they moved something. So, I won like never in the history of 
Zinapecuaro before, it was something overwhelming, and historic. So, when 
I won that election, my commitment was to help the migrants, to work with 
them. When we came to the municipal presidency, we designated five mil-
lion pesos exclusively (about 380,000 dollars) to the 3x1 Program” [Raúl, 
3 January 2009].

In the municipality of Zinapecuaro, which has about 48,000 inhabitants, a 
change of government took place because of strong migrant leadership in one 
of the smallest communities of the municipality. This example demonstrates 
how migrants influence local decision-making processes through cross-border 
networking of political relationships. Once the new municipal president from 
Zinapecuaro (2005-08) was elected, the migrants immediately negotiated 
with him regarding several projects within the framework of the 3x1 Program. 
Besides the construction of a middle school, the paving of almost all the roads 
of the community, and the renovation of the community’s central square, the 
most significant project consisted of building several greenhouses for growing 
tomatoes. In this project the migrant group in Chicago and the community of 
Francisco Villa are jointly engaged as business partners. The migrant group of 
Club Francisco Villa was able to expand its newly acquired influence on the 
term of office of the next municipal president of Zinapecuaro, who had been a 
member of his predecessor’s team.

As we can see from the example of Francisco Villa, migrants influence local 
elections through their financial support and through their social capital, that 
is, their family and friendship relationships. This demonstrates how the social 
reality of Michoacano municipalities has moved beyond the Mexican con-
stitution to accommodate transnational political spaces. Although, officially, 
fundraising abroad for municipal campaigns is illegal, as is the election of a 
migrant with dual nationality to municipal government office, there is empir-
ical evidence that shows that the transnational reality of many municipalities 
in Michoacán has superseded national law, as a former member of the govern-
ment of Michoacán attests:
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“From 2002 to 2004, 32 per cent of the municipal presidents in Micho-
acán were migrants, some even had dual nationality, which is a thing that 
is contrary to Mexican legislation – the occupation of a publicly elected 
position” [former state coordinator for migrant affairs, 4 December 2008].

Transnationalizing Mexican political parties
The same dual phenomenon – the direct reference to government politics, 
on the one hand, and the simultaneous embedding in transnational politi-
cal contexts, on the other – can also be observed in the local groups of the 
three major Mexican parties founded since the mid-1990s. The activities of 
these groups not only relate to the Mexican nation-state, but also achieve their 
own transnational significance through representation of Mexican migrants 
in  Chicago. For example, during Chicago’s city council elections, the Mexi-
can-born local politician and member of the Democratic Party, Danny Solís, 
perceived his competitor primarily as a representative of the Mexican PRD and 
not as another candidate of the Democratic Party of the United States. Danny 
Solís was elected to Chicago’s City Council as alderman from the 25th Ward 
(its main neighborhood is Pilsen) against another Mexican-born Democratic 
candidate, who is also a member of the PRD-Chicago. Jorge remembers what 
happened when Solís won the elections:

“Two years ago in the municipal elections of Chicago, the first public sta-
tement of alderman Danny Solís was: ‘We defeated the PRD!’ Because that’s 
how he saw it. He perceived that the candidate who was against him was 
from the PRD, that the PRD was campaigning against Danny Solís in the city 
of Chicago. Now it’s not just our perception anymore, it’s the perception of 
a Chicago official” [Jorge, Chicago, 22 July 2009].

Danny Solís started his political career as a community leader in Pilsen.5 
What distinguishes him from the Mexican migrant leaders is that he grew up 
and was socialized in the US. It is particularly interesting to see that he did 
not associate his political challenger with the Democratic Party, the party he 
represented in the City Council’s election, but instead with the PRD. This 
association was not caused by actual Mexican interference in a US municipal 
election, but instead has its roots in Mexican political symbolism that receives 
transnational function and significance within a US election. Other Mexican 
American politicians identify themselves explicitly with Mexican parties, such 

5 Chicago politician Danny Solís was born in Monterrey, Mexico, and came to Chicago as a child. 
He graduated from high school, studied at the University of Illinois at Chicago, and first became 
elected as alderman of the Chicago City Council in 1996.
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as US-born Illinois state senator Martín Sandoval.6 Similar to Danny Solís, 
Martín Sandoval was politicized within civic organizations in Mexican neigh-
borhoods and feels deeply connected to them. Jorge explains his party affilia-
tion in the transnational context:

“You live with two nationalities, two citizenships, one foot on each side 
of the border. Senator Sandoval, Illinois state senator, declared himself as a 
PRD member and went to his state of origin, Guerrero, to campaign for the 
PRD. In a public PRD event here he said, ‘I was elected to represent Mexicans 
and then I represent the interests of the Mexicans of Illinois in Guerrero’ ” 
[Jorge, Chicago, 22 July 2009].

This quote demonstrates the increasing transnational orientation of Mexi-
can political parties and their representation on both sides of the border: not 
only do Mexican party politicians visit Chicago to promote their political pro-
gram and to expand their membership, but US politicians of Mexican origin 
also travel to Mexico to represent Mexicans from Illinois.

THE INTERTWINING OF MULTIFACETED INTERACTION  
AND COMMUNICATION ARENAS

My study shows that the intertwining of different interaction and com-
munication arenas is basic for the establishment of transnational political 
spaces and the public visibility of Mexican migrants’ political involvement. 
As already mentioned, I understand these arenas as specific locations and at 
the same time as dense networks of political interaction and communication 
(Strauss 1993; Turner 1974). In these arenas, interaction and communication 
between the migrant community and actors from their home communities, 
government bodies, political parties and civic organizations take place. Here 
activities, concerns, and the actors’ networks are intertwined. The arenas 
emerge especially in the mobilization of social movements, in the planning of 
transnational support projects and in the negotiation of demands with gov-
ernment authorities in both countries. They manifest themselves in several 
ways: at specific locations, in social relationships, in socio-political arrange-
ments and in different organizational structures. Below I would like to men-
tion some of these arenas.

First, they are concrete locations of Mexican migrant organizations’ polit-
ical activities in Chicago: meeting places such as Casa Michoacán, which has 
become a center for political activities of the Mexican migrant community 

6 Martín Sandoval has been an Illinois state senator since 2003. He was born in Chicago, where he 
graduated from high school and later studied at Loyola University.
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in Chicago. Another meeting place is Casa Aztlán − a few street blocks away 
from Casa Michoacán and also in the Pilsen neighborhood. Casa Aztlán is a 
community center that provides support for Mexican migrants in the areas of 
education, health and other social services. Second, local arenas develop in 
negotiating processes, for example within the 3x1 Program. The program envi-
sions that migrant organizations propose support projects for their communi-
ties of origin, and then negotiate with the respective municipality as well as 
with the state and federal governments for financing. In the negotiation pro-
cesses of the 3x1 Program most activists first come in direct contact with Mex-
ican government representatives; the skills learned here then can be applied 
in other arenas. The example of the community of Francisco Villa shows that 
the negotiation processes in transnational arenas were decisive for the suc-
cessful implementation of the 3x1 projects. Thirdly, arenas arise in social and 
political movements. In the movement for the right to vote from abroad Mex-
ican migrant organizations in Chicago and across the United States united for 
the first time: federations as well as the local groups affiliated with Mexican 
political parties participated. The migrant organizations were able to build on 
this already existing network when a new challenge appeared in the form of 
restrictive US immigration legislation. At the beginning of 2006 a new arena 
developed to organize the Chicago migrant community’s protest movement in 
Casa Michoacán.

The arenas described above are not separate political spaces, but are linked 
together by transnationalization processes and that is precisely how they earn 
political significance. The results of my study show that Mexican migrant com-
munity leaders bundle their newly acquired skills of political representation, 
negotiation and action in different arenas. They manage to transfer the social 
and symbolic capital that they have acquired in one arena (centered on Mexi-
can politics), and are able to transfer it to other arenas (which are focused on 
different arenas in US politics).

CONCLUSIONS

Mexican migrants in Chicago have developed fixed locations, networks and 
organizations for interaction and communication arenas. They have estab-
lished transnational organizations, negotiate at the local, state and federal 
government levels and are visible in the context of civic organization in two 
countries. The analysis of my interview data shows that, through their multi-
faceted social and political engagement, Mexican migrant activists link organi-
zational forms, movements and issues in cross-border political interaction and 
communication arenas, thereby creating new transnational political spaces: 
first, they engage in hometown associations (community-level, civic) and fed-
erations (state-level, civic) to organize infrastructure and support projects for 
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their communities of origin; second, they demand political and civic rights for 
migrants as members of local Mexican party groups and as representatives of 
US civic organizations (such as the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refu-
gee Rights).

The four characteristics discussed above are central for the understanding 
of transnational political spaces: “the local” as network of social relationships; 
political action in and beyond nation-state structures; the development of 
agency; and the intertwining of multifaceted interaction and communication 
arenas. They are central to the study of transnationalism processes that do 
not take place at the institutional level (for example between international 
organizations), but are constructed by local actors through their networks of 
relationships and membership in various forms of organizations. However, the 
locally-motivated transnationalization processes do not remain at the micro 
level. Through the intervention of local actors (of migrant organizations) in 
institutional politics (governments, parties) and of politicians in the arenas 
and projects of migrant organizations, these are transformed: local initiatives, 
which constitute political arenas of interaction and communication, develop 
into transnational spaces of organized political activities.
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