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worlds of transnational migrants 
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Abstract   This special issue on ‘Return to Cyberia’ is an attempt to evaluate the 
contemporary moment of new cultural and social forms influenced by rapidly 
evolving technologies in their first critical decade. It contains five case studies that 
highlight the range of transnational experiences – from temporary migrants and 
refugees to the second generation. The contributors address how and why trans-
national populations use particular communication technologies and the ways in 
which these practices are influenced by factors such as generation, history of 
settlement and dispersal, cultural values, class and access. In addition to addressing 
a wide variety of study populations, the case studies highlight the variety of available 
ICTs including email and the Internet, teleconferencing, telephones and mobile 
phones. Collectively, the articles address issues such as geographic identity and 
connectivity, different use patterns based on gender and generation, authenticity and 
representation on the Internet, methodology and the intricacies of interpersonal 
dynamics across transnational social fields. 

 
The contributors to this issue of Global Networks delve into the social worlds and 
networks of transnational migrants as they are mediated through information and 
communication technologies (ICTs). They revisit Cyberia, the concept Arturo 
Escobar coined over a decade ago to describe, in part, how various groups appropriate 
or reject new technologies based on cultural, political and economic factors. 
Escobar’s Welcome to Cyberia appeared at a time when speculation about the impact 
of cyberculture was blossoming but research on such topics was still in its infancy. 
Since then information, communication, biological, digital and computer technologies 
have advanced in both surprising and anticipated ways. For example, while it was 
perhaps predictable that the Internet would become an important space for the 
exchange of ideas and information, who would have envisioned the popularity of 
blogging or its impact on journalism and the mass media? Or how would we account 
for the evolution of mobile telephones, many of which combine the functions of 
computers, cameras, camcorders, date books, walkie-talkies, telephones, global 
positioning and gaming systems into one hand-held device? In Welcome to Cyberia 
Escobar suggests that scholars should study cyberculture by examining how the social 
construction of reality is modified and negotiated as new technologies become 
available and integrated into daily life (Escobar 1994: 217). He offers an array of 
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ethnographic domains to further such studies as the production and use of new 
technologies, the appearance of computer-mediated communities, language and cul-
tural identity, studies of the popular culture of science and technology, and the 
political economy of cyberculture. This broad call to action helped launch a fruitful 
first decade of cybercultural studies ranging from work on cyborgs and biotechnology 
to Internet file-swapping and mobile phone text messaging.1  

In Return to Cyberia we address Escobar’s challenge by assessing how and why 
transnational populations use particular ICTs, with attention to the ways in which 
generation, history of settlement and dispersal, cultural values, class, access to 
technology, as well as homeland and host country politics influence these practices. 
The five case studies highlight a range of transnational experiences among 
populations as diverse as refugees and immigrants in Australia to Jamaicans reaching 
out to their family and friends living in the USA and elsewhere. By incorporating a 
range of transnational experiences and media, we seek to expand the discussion of 
ICT use among transnational migrants in several directions: (1) to take stock of the 
current range of transnational practices associated with migration; (2) to analyse how 
different groups, and even segments within those groups, incorporate ICTs for the 
creation and maintenance of their transnational lifestyles and socio-economic means; 
and (3) to further develop and theorize our understanding of the meaning of ICT 
usage within transnational networks.  

The breadth of ideas and study populations presented here exemplifies the current 
state of research on ICT use among transnational migrants, which has become a 
diversified field in a short period of time. As the papers reveal, there is no one canon 
or body of literature, although there is considerable overlap in some instances. In 
addition, no one discipline can claim theoretical or practical ownership because 
scholars in communications, linguistics, anthropology, sociology and other integrated 
and cross-disciplinary programmes have contributed widely to the field. As Steven 
Vertovec (2003: 643) notes, the cross-fertilization of ideas in transnational studies can 
lead both to dynamic interchanges across disciplines and confusion in the ‘increas-
ingly messy academic arena’. We hope this collection of articles will inspire dialogue 
across disciplines and not confusion, particularly as they contend with common 
concerns such as such as methodology, relations between diasporas and nation-states, 
and the cultural interpretation of ICTs within and between groups. Although we 
perceive a diversification in the study of ICT use among transnational migrants, there 
are patterns in how scholars are approaching these issues. For example, out of the 18 
submissions we received for this special issue, 12 dealt exclusively with the Internet 
and online activities and only two considered more than one ICT. The Internet, as a 
wholly new technological medium, has received the lion’s share of attention because 
it raises provocative questions about, for example, the meaning of ‘community’, 
identity and public space; the decline of the nation-state; ownership of and access to 
information; and the creation of new types of inequality. The Internet is also an easy 
medium for scholars in the industrialized world to research because it is more 
accessible than many field sites. Indeed, scholars can conduct all or part of their 
studies from the comfort of their offices or home and evade the complexities of 
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securing visas and research permits, the monetary costs associated with conducting 
research abroad, and other challenges. Scholars, much like their transnational research 
subjects, have bypassed the nation-state by focusing on particular questions and data. 
While the Internet is clearly a dynamic feature of the ICT environment, one of the 
contentions of this issue is that more attention needs to be directed to the variety of 
ICTs utilized in transnational social spheres and towards understanding the impli-
cations of these increasingly mediated relationships.  

Transnational migrants, diasporas and ICTs 

As Karim H. Karim notes in his discussion of diasporic media, because of the special 
challenges they face in reaching their audiences, migrants are often on the cutting 
edge of technology adoption (Karim 2003). While transnational migrants residing in 
the industrialized nations of Europe and North America may benefit from their loca-
tion in societies often obsessed with the newest electronic gadgets, the same cannot 
always be said for their compatriots back home or in other countries of settlement. 
Furthermore, access alone does not ensure adoption of new technologies as the limits 
of race, class, gender and ethnicity still dictate technological engagement.  

While the use of information and communication technologies is a central com-
ponent in the lives of many transnational migrants, it has only recently begun to 
receive consideration in transnational studies. Sarah Mahler’s (2001) discussion of 
Salvadorans at home and in New York is an early example of one such study. Mahler 
notes that, at the time, with telephone calls and the Internet either very expensive or 
access non-existent, letters remained the most widely used form of communication 
between family members. Lack of regular communication between migrants and their 
spouses back home caused many problems, particularly over the exchange of inform-
ation about spousal fidelity, with wives remaining in the homeland almost expecting 
their migrant husbands to be unfaithful (Mahler 2001: 606). The transnational 
imaginary, as constructed through poor lines of communication, has real con-
sequences for women who live with the anxiety of infidelity and possible abandon-
ment or try to rectify the perceived situation by migrating themselves. How does the 
increasing ICT penetration in countries such as El Salvador change the dynamics of 
transnational social space and how has this influenced the transnational imaginary? 
There are many cases of migrants staying in almost daily contact with family and 
friends back home through email, instant messaging, telephone and text messaging. 
What happens to transnational social relations when less is left to the imagination? 
Does reporting the banal happenings of everyday life create a welcome sense of co-
presence or is this constant potential for involvement perceived as surveillance from 
afar? 

Steven Vertovec’s (2004) discussion of telephone cards and mobile phones 
highlights the need for more research on the everyday uses of such seemingly 
pedestrian technologies. He notes that cheap long-distance telephone calls are one of 
the most important types of ‘social glue’ binding transnational migrants to their 
families, colleagues and friends abroad and at home. While prepaid telephone cards 
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are a communication staple for many migrants, the growth in mobile phone use is 
equally impressive and important. Mobile phones have become an essential item for 
populations in industrialized countries wherein many individuals develop the sense of 
being always ‘on’ or available (Ito et al. 2005; Ling 2004). In such contexts, mobile 
phones, and particularly the capacity for text messaging, can be a way of creating 
what Mizuko Ito and Daisuke Okabe have termed ‘ambient virtual co-presence’, 
which they describe as ‘a way of maintaining ongoing background awareness of 
others, and of keeping multiple channels of communication open’ (Ito and Okabe 
2005: 264). But there are suggestions that this new sense of connectedness can create 
problems. A study conducted in South Korea notes that over one-third of Korean high 
school students exhibit signs of addiction, including panic, when their mobile phone 
is off, paranoia at missing calls and text messages, and feelings of ‘constant worry’ 
when the phone is out of earshot (Hubert 2005). Hubert notes that addictive behaviour 
is not limited to the mobile phone, for others feel marooned, isolated and even 
rejected when they cannot use email. Information and communication technologies 
are so embedded in daily life for many that their temporary removal causes social 
dislocation and a perceived breakdown of social networks (Haddon 2004).  

But where it is clear that mobile phones may become even more profoundly 
important is in developing countries such as South Africa, Jamaica and the 
Philippines where the infrastructure for land lines is difficult to establish given the 
remoteness of many towns and villages. Horst (this issue) reveals how the 
introduction of mobile phones in rural regions of Jamaica has helped to transform the 
everyday lives of Jamaicans, creating relatively affordable and accessible means for 
rural Jamaicans to contact their relatives living abroad directly (Horst and Miller 
forthcoming). Pertierra et al. (2002) also note the transformative power of the mobile 
phone in the Philippines where it has not only facilitated relationships between 
individuals, but also played a central role in organizing protests, rallies and other 
events surrounding the eventual demise of the Estrada presidency. For transnational 
migrants and their families and friends living in developing countries, the embed-
dedness of ICTs in daily life, and their breakdown, carries additional burdens of 
crossing international boundaries and different technological systems, dealing with 
calling plans from several companies, sketchy Internet and phone availability, and the 
fear of surveillance.  

While transnational migrants may adopt new ICTs to suit their communications 
and networking needs, the impact on social networks, daily life and community is 
largely contested. Scholars do not automatically assume that increased use of the 
Internet, mobile phones or other ICTs necessarily means that individuals feel more 
connected or are more community-minded. For example, adding the Internet to one’s 
daily habits requires the redistribution of limited personal resources of time and effort. 
Research has shown that significant changes to an individual’s life appear when 
Internet use exceeds five hours a week (Wellman and Haythornthwaite 2002). Being 
online replaces other activities such as watching TV, socializing with family offline 
and talking on the telephone. Do ICTs allow migrants to remain in contact with 
friends and family at long distances while sacrificing the potential to create proximate 
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relationships? Indeed, there is evidence that the appropriation of ICTs creates a 
paradox (Nie et al. 2002). The chronic mobile phone user may talk to several people a 
day and some multiple times but may have few opportunities for meaningful physical 
human interaction – eye contact, physical touch or being able to read mood and 
emotion through facial expression and body language. José Luis Benítez (this issue) 
indicates that some technologies are either outside the realm of expertise for most 
users or too expensive to use habitually. He notes that Salvadorans in the Washington 
DC area teleconference with relatives back home very infrequently, sometimes on an 
annual basis. Teleconferencing is a special occasion affording the participants not 
only a live group chat but also the ability to see one another. Although telecon-
ferencing has limited utility for most transnational migrants it becomes more 
important when bundled with other ICTs that are used more habitually such as long-
distance phonecards and email. Because it is a visual and real time medium, 
teleconferencing has the potential to amplify emotional connections difficult to 
express in other venues and adds another significant layer of connectivity for relatives 
living across distances. Perhaps most critically, the investment in this expensive but 
more interactive ICT can provide transnational migrants without the resources to fund 
a journey back home as well as those who are living without ‘papers’ with the ability 
to engage in a meaningful form of return without jeopardizing their precarious 
existence and presence in the country of migration (see Benítez, this issue).  

Methodological considerations 

The relationship between information and communication technologies and trans-
national migration presents a number of methodological challenges and possibilities. 
Like other media (see Askew and Wilk 2003; Ginsburg et al. 2003), information and 
communication technologies crisscross national boundaries with relative ease, creat-
ing the possibility for increased and intensified forms of communication. Much like 
transnational migrants, information and communication technologies can be bounded 
by national laws that govern their usage yet at the same time they also remain 
‘unbounded’ as they are appropriated to suit a variety of aims (Basch et al. 1994). For 
social scientists concerned with understanding this particular relationship between 
ICTs and transnational migrants, it becomes clear that the examination of these social 
worlds is less a matter of developing a single methodology to ‘capture’ this phe-
nomenon than of the need to experiment with, combine and recombine methodologies 
in a way that reflects the specificity and diversity of transnational migrants’ appro-
priation of new communication technologies (Hine 2000).  

As noted above, almost any study of new communication technologies needs to 
assess the issue of access, particularly in relation to the lived experience of the digital 
divide that not only captures the differences between the ‘North’ and ‘South’ but also 
legal status and gender, among other categories of difference and inequality. In North 
America, Australia and western Europe, access to telephone connections and land 
lines that facilitate Internet access are widely available in work places, homes, 
schools, libraries and Internet cafes (see van den Bos and Nell and Wilding, this 
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issue). Yet their use is often costly or restrictive. Telephone connections may be 
available, but the cost of calling countries across the world varies significantly. The 
random nature of these costs is often negotiated in the lofty spheres of politics and 
patronage of national and international agreements and initiatives rather than among 
the migrants. It is often cheaper and easier to phone a relative in another diasporic 
node (as from New York to London) than it is for a Haitian or Jamaican in Miami to 
phone their relatives in Haiti or Jamaica respectively, despite the relatively close 
geographic proximity. In addition, even if an individual in Washington DC, New 
York or Perth possesses unfettered access to affordable telecommunications or 
Internet links, transnational migrants must consider if and how their family and 
relatives living elsewhere can gain access to the attendant mode of communication 
(see Wilding and Horst, this issue). Access at ‘home’ often has more to do with 
geographic location or the difficulties of running fibre cable lines through the middle 
of the countryside. As the dynamics of the global telecommunications market 
transform and offer greater access to a variety of telecommunications options, so does 
the relationship between transnational migrants and their family and friends living 
around the world (Horst, this issue). Riak Akuei (2005), for example, highlights the 
burden that kinship places on Dinka refugees struggling to make it in San Diego, 
California (USA) as they receive calls from cousins, brothers and others who by 
traditional kinship rights can request financial assistance. Bernal’s analysis (in this 
issue) of the Eritrean diaspora’s use of the Internet suggests that as Eritreans living in 
the homeland come online they may affect the ways in which Eritreans in the diaspora 
debate democracy and the future of Eritrea on newsgroups like Dehai. 

Despite the various hurdles, transnational migrants do find creative ways to 
appropriate information and communication technologies. Transnational migrants and 
their families may borrow friends’ or neighbours’ Internet connection (see Benítez, 
this issue), share computers at a cybercafé (Miller and Slater 2000), commission 
friends to translate or post messages (Constable 2003), write ‘letters’ on cassette tapes 
carried between individuals crossing borders (Richman 2005) or purchase prepaid 
phonecards that allow them to make calls at reduced rates without the surprise costs 
associated with land lines (Vertovec 2004; Wilding, this issue). But facilitating 
communication and connections is not always about finding the cheapest, most 
widespread or most pragmatic technology. As Lysloff (2003: 237) reminds us, 
‘Understandings of media technology or the Internet should not be divorced from the 
networks of materiality made up of physical devices and the human beings who use 
them.’ Indeed, we cannot underestimate how the particular qualities of technologies 
play a distinctive role in the choice and use of these media. Certain technologies are 
perceived to be private, more accessible and easier to use. Some transnational 
migrants value the ability to hear information quickly whereas others prefer to 
respond patiently to crafted messages, particularly when issues of literacy or language 
arise. Others desire a media that is more ‘emotional’ or expressive, possessing the 
capacity for visual, oral, aural and other sensory experiences that more effectively 
enable co-presence (Ling 2004). For example, one of Miller and Slater’s (2003) 
informants notes that her mother kept in contact through frequent email messages 
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about the mundane aspects of life, virtually replicating the sense of care 
communicated by her ‘nagging mother’. Whereas care and the maintenance of the 
transnational family is felt to be most effectively maintained through email, where the 
content rather than connection matters (Wilding), many of the individuals Horst 
worked with in Jamaica felt that one of the virtues of the mobile phone over letters 
and other forms of communication was the ability to ‘hear a person’s voice’, even if 
only briefly. Perhaps most compelling, however, is Salvadorans’ use of 
teleconferencing, a practice normally associated with boardrooms and transnational 
corporations, and the value of being able to see, hear and speak to a number of family 
members on both ends of the screen in one’s chosen language (Benítez). 

Attention to the materiality of the media and the particular ways in which 
technologies foster emotion and intimacy underline the importance of contextualizing 
usage patterns within the wider communication ecologies of particular families, com-
munities and locations. As Slater and Tacchi (2004: 3) define it, ‘“Communicative 
ecology” refers to the complete range of communication media and information flows 
within a community. It places ICTs (radio, computers, mobile phones, print media 
and so on) in the context of all the ways of communicating that are important locally, 
including face to face interaction.’ As they suggest, new communications often do not 
displace the use of old media and indeed work within an already existing 
communication network. Karen Richman (2005) analyses the circulation of cassette 
tapes within Haitian transnational communities and the ways in which messages are 
orally ‘written’ on cassette tapes and then sent back and forth between Miami and 
Haiti. Much like the letters and messages that travelled from Australia to Iran in 
Wilding’s research assistant’s suitcase, these cassettes are transported by hand 
between family and friends who act as makeshift couriers; money and consumer 
goods also accompany these oral letters. These letters are often ‘written’ within the 
context of religious services, which are then broadcast on radio stations in south 
Florida. By contrast, Sarah Jain (2002) utilizes what she calls a ‘horizontal’ perspec-
tive to observe how American women use the mobile phone within their daily lives to 
control as well as carve out spaces for mobility. Following two American women as 
they move through their daily lives organizing a party for the opening of a new office 
in Manhattan and running errands in the maintenance of a household, respectively, 
Jain traces the ways in which mobility is embedded in the relationship between 
women, mobile phones and transportation, such as taxis and sports utility vehicles 
(Okabe and Ito 2005). 

The connection between communities, mobility and transport studied both later-
ally (through the process of production, consumption, appropriation and reapprop-
riation) as well as horizontally highlight the ways in which ICT use is often ‘bundled’, 
to borrow a phrase from Jan English-Lueck (2005). One may use email with people 
with whom one works but use Instant Messenger (IM) for daily social connections 
and keeping in touch with family members (English-Lueck 2002). Some transnational 
families may circulate jokes, poems and inspiring words by email that are sub-
sequently printed off and posted on refrigerators and other shared spaces of the home. 
Others may browse websites and join newsgroups, but maintain a series of other con-
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nections that take place entirely through telephone communication. These activities 
can be tracked through the number of hits to a website and other membership 
statistics often kept by webmasters, saved in user’s virtual mailboxes and other forms 
of archiving that change and, in many instances expand, the particular research 
methods available to scholars (Constable 2003; Mann and Stewart 2000; Miller and 
Slater 2000; Wellman and Haythornthwaite 2002). For example, the focus of van den 
Bos and Nell’s article is on the significance of territory among transnational migrants’ 
websites. The authors utilize different methodologies to gather data on the role of 
territory among Iranian and Turkish-Kurdish communities in the Netherlands. 
Whereas the first approach is a statistical analysis of the production and consumption 
(or ‘hits’) associated with Dutch Iranian websites, the second set of data is gathered 
from interviews with Turkish-Kurds in the Netherlands about their website and portal 
searches. Although utilizing quite different methods to understand the role that 
location and territory play in the ways transnational migrants in the Netherlands use 
the Internet, the authors effectively demonstrate the advantage of different methods 
and perspectives in understanding complex phenomena such as transnational 
migration.  

Yet bundling also takes place through the choices and constraints associated with 
generational differences and divides. In her study of media use among Greek 
Canadians, Panagakos (forthcoming) highlights the differences between older first-
generation Greek women and men, who prefer to define their Greekness through 
viewing satellite television and more traditional media like radio and newspapers, and 
their children and grandchildren, who negotiate Greekness in the realms of Cyberia 
(see also Benítez in this issue; Göpel 2001; Panagakos 2003). Greek satellite 
television is an everyday fixture for Greek immigrants and many have abandoned 
watching Canadian television altogether in favour of Greek content. Information 
derived from Greek satellite channels has become the new status symbol and is avidly 
discussed after church on Sundays, during coffee visits, and at other social gatherings. 
Tellingly, however, the second and third generations find little use for Greek satellite 
TV other than to watch music videos or scope out the latest fashions and find Greek 
content overly dramatic.2 Thus the Internet is their favoured medium and provides a 
large amount of content in English, which is more accessible for most. The use of the 
Internet is also split along established gender lines as more men participate in online 
games of backgammon and visit sports sites while women favour websites about 
religion and cooking. The adoption of the Internet seems to reinforce notions of 
gender more than it challenges them. Furthermore, it can be argued that new 
dimensions of Greek ethnicity are directly related to the informational sources one 
habitually uses. In the case of older immigrants, the reliance on satellite television and 
some Greek Canadian radio and newspaper outlets reinforces the dual homeland–host 
country bond created in the twentieth century. The Internet, however, has given 
younger generations in the diaspora not only a creative and informational outlet but 
also a more global perspective on the Greek experience that links not only Canada 
and Greece but also the United States, Australia, Britain, Germany, South Africa and 
beyond. 
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In her study of Haitian Internet use and the public sphere, Angel Adams Parham 
(2004) found that online groups can easily falter because there are no real world 
consequences offline. Parham attempted to integrate cyber-research with research in 
physical communities. She paired online research with participant observation at such 
events as community meetings in New York and Miami and analysis of more tradi-
tional media such as newspapers and radio programming. Using multiple methods 
allowed Parham to compare different kinds of ‘transnational dialogue’ while visualiz-
ing how Internet participation affected social relations on the ground. Interestingly, 
the demise of one online Haitian interest group happens when the group begins to 
split into two camps and, with no offline relationships to fall back on, falters and 
eventually shuts down. This finding is an important observation when considering the 
vast physical distances separating transnational migrants from each other and their 
homeland. Similarly, in an article about the Iranian diaspora in Britain, Mark Graham 
and Shahram Khosravi note that the prestige and reputation Iranians accrue through 
cyberspace or ‘cybercapital’ does not easily translate into real life and often remains 
in ethnic publics on the Internet (Graham and Khosravi 2002: 240). In other words, 
becoming an influential and noted personality in global Iranian cyberspace does little 
for one’s low position vis-à-vis Britain’s racial and class hierarchies.  

What becomes increasingly evident throughout the papers collected here is that 
our understanding of transnational phenomena is integrally tied to the methodological 
stance we take and merely conducting ‘multi-sited ethnography’ often does not go far 
enough in expanding our knowledge of this exciting and ever-expanding phenom-
enon. Whether we are following the transnational family ‘network’ to trace the quality 
and intensity of connections (Olwig 2001; Wilding), mapping an entire diaspora 
network through the geography of website portals (van den Bos and Nell; Wellman 
and Wellman 1992), assessing the way mobile phones have changed the frequency of 
communication (Horst), exploring the range of ICTs used in a particular transnational 
community (Benítez), or examining the development of a newsgroup (Bernal), the 
particular ICT used can be contextualized within a range of other uses and practices. 
It is often the combined use of communication technologies and other media, par-
ticularly the ways in which new communications segue with older forms of communi-
cation that reveal the most about their value for transnational migrants and 
communities. The articles in this issue can be conceived therefore as an amalgamation 
of the strategies and methodological dilemmas associated with the ways in which 
particular technologies not only bridge geographical space and time but are also 
themselves on the move. 

The implications of ICTs for transnational social fields 

It is well known that migrants maintain a dual frame of reference that keeps them 
attached to their homelands (Guarnizo 1997, 1998; Smith 2001). The Internet, mobile 
phones and other ICTs add new dimensions to this multi-positionality and allow for 
the cultivation of ethnic, cultural and national expressions with a global reach. While 
the Internet may not transform entire societies and is inundated with corporate and 
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marketing agendas, it can still be an important social outlet and empowerment tool for 
smaller communities driven by common identities, ideologies and localized interests. 
For transnational migrants who share a common ethnicity, racial designation, religion 
and history of discrimination the Internet potentially enables them to expand their 
social space and by so doing challenge the restrictive boundaries imposed by domin-
ant host societies and the limitations of physical space and time (Turkle 1996). 
Through chat rooms, message boards and independently created websites, trans-
national migrants create new outlets for social interaction and identity. Because of 
their small scale and decentralized character (as opposed to large portals like 
PlanetOut.com, which caters to the gay community), such interactions may be kept 
below the radar of corporate sponsorship and big media interest.  

Myria Georgiou (2002) notes that online communication defies and challenges the 
boundaries that set the social margins around minority populations. Racist ideologies 
depend on clearly defined categories delineating members versus non-members, 
foreigners versus locals (Anthias 2001; Fortier 2000; Gilroy 1987). The Internet, as a 
new communication tool, provides an alternative to the mainstream media that utilizes 
such exclusionary ideologies to perpetuate stereotypes of minority populations. This 
is particularly relevant for contemporary transnational migrants from developing 
countries who are often mistrusted by a host society that views their ties to their 
homeland as unpatriotic and even threatening, a mistrust that appears to have been 
heightened in the climate of xenophobia and national security sparked by the 11 
September attacks and the ensuing ‘war on terrorism’. In societies such as the United 
States where skin colour and ancestry play significant roles in one’s life chances, 
being able virtually to shed one’s skin can have a profound effect on personal as well 
as group identity and agency (Nakamura 2002). 

While dwelling in cyberspace, transnational migrants can conduct business, chat 
with friends and family, express and promote political and religious views all within 
the privacy and optional anonymity afforded by the Internet’s decentralized 
structure. Yet, just as mosques and other ‘on-the-ground’ organizations have received 
attention for the occasional use of these spaces for subversive activities, ICTs have 
also come under the radar of surveillance. Like parents who use mobile phones and 
other ICTs to monitor the activities of their children (Horst and Miller forthcoming; 
Ling 2004), ICTs can also be used to monitor the activities of transnational 
migrants. Blogs, newsgroups, websites and emails that leave records can rather 
easily be traced. Bernal (this issue) notes that many members of the Eritrean 
government monitor and may even disguise themselves under pseudonyms while 
participating on the Dehai newsgroups. As many of both Wilding’s and Benítez’s 
participants reveal, prepaid phonecards or other less traceable forms of communi-
cation possess the advantage of not allowing a phone bill to get out of hand and 
informing another member of the family about contact and communication. Yet, 
they also fall under the radar of governments and immigration officials who enforce 
and create constraints for the ease of movement across borders. This is why we 
have advocated that some of the more transient ICTs be examined to take full 
account of transnational practices. 
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But there are also other questions that this issue raises. While much of the work on 
transnational processes has drawn attention to how race, class and status are 
reproduced within transnational social space as well as how community formation and 
political involvement is influenced by time of migration, migration destination and 
types of migrants (Basch et al. 1994; Smith and Guarnizo 1998), many of the 
contributors turn our attention towards a deeper understanding of the ways in which 
ICTs mediate emotions and feelings of love or intimacy between family members and 
friends and the possibilities of expressing such emotions through the Internet, instant 
messaging, emails, phone calls, text messaging, teleconferencing and other emergent 
ICTs. As many of the papers reveal, these intimate relationships and understandings 
are often best understood within the context of intergenerational engagement. Wilding 
draws attention to how transnational migrants engage in the care of their older parents 
and relatives and the way this care is maintained (see also Benítez). But the articles 
also suggest that this relationship of care also holds for parents and their children who 
are left behind with family members in the home country as well as those children 
who join one parent abroad and leave the other parent behind (see Horst’s article). 
Indeed, much of the recent research that has focused on childhood also suggests that 
children are often the first to adopt new communication technologies (Holloway and 
Valentine 2003; Livingstone and Bovill 2001). The articles here ask scholars to 
consider how access to ICTs at a younger and younger age as well as the adoption (or 
lack of adoption) by elderly parents and grandparents may change the way that the 
distances between parent, child and grandchild are experienced.  

Tied to this issue of generation is a gender dynamic. Horst discusses the imbalance 
of power that can affect transnational relationships and intimacy between spouses as 
well as boyfriends and girlfriends living across borders and Wilding indicates that, 
much like Christmas cards that become ‘women’s work’, most of the correspondence 
between family members is carried on by women. Women living in slums in media 
saturated environments like Delhi, India are often restricted from answering ringing 
mobile phones or must request permission and assistance to make phone calls because 
mobile phones are viewed as men’s domain (Tacchi and Chandola, personal commu-
nication; Tacchi et al. 2005; see also Mitra 2004). In Ghana, the reputations of many 
unmarried and unemployed women are placed on the line when they are seen with 
mobile phones because it is assumed that a man is paying for the phonecards needed 
to maintain a working phone in exchange for sexual favours (Slater, personal com-
munication). Moreover, Panagakos (forthcoming) reveals that older Greek women are 
reluctant to use the Internet because it does not fit easily into their daily habits. Given 
the very particular relationship between gender and technology in different contexts, 
it is clear that a greater account of gender is needed in future research. 

Finally, how will transnational migrants adopt, manipulate or ignore ICTs that are 
developed in the future? Have we reached a technological plateau in which ‘new’ 
technologies are simply faster and smaller versions of products that are already 
incorporated into daily life? Are radically new technologies still far off? For example, 
mobile phones and computers have a diversity of uses and continue to become more 
powerful but in essence are the same technologies that were developed decades ago. 
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At what point does ‘smaller and faster’ reach the limits of human usability? Will 
transnational migrants ever require the speediness of Lucent Technologies’ (2004) 
optical routers, which can transmit 100 terabits of information per second, roughly the 
size of the information content of the Library of Congress, or is 200 kilobytes per 
second, the approximate speed of an average DSL, good enough? Will podcasting 
present an alternative to government- and corporate-run news and information 
sources? 

Perhaps the next decade will be dominated not by revolutionary technologies but 
by the penetration and widespread adoption of recombined or established ICTs like 
voice-over-IP (telephone calls over the Internet) or self-writing software. The Jhai 
Foundation (www.jhai.org) is an organization founded by Lee Thorn, peace activist 
and inventor of a bicycle-powered computer. Thorn’s first project was to bring 
Internet access to a remote Laotian village, 30 kilometres from the nearest phone lines 
and electricity. The villagers, whose main source of income comes from selling rice 
and other produce, needed a way of finding out selling prices before trekking the 30 
kilometres to the nearest market. When prices are too low villagers may choose not to 
attend market and when prices are particularly good they may choose to bring more 
produce to market. The computer, a standard 486 with few movable parts and running 
on the Linux operating system, is powered by a bicycle that then stores energy on car 
batteries. A wireless Internet card connects the computer to a solar-powered hilltop 
relay station, which then passes the signals on to a computer in town that is connected 
to both the Lao phone system (for local calls) and to the Internet (Jhai Foundation 
2005). Thorn’s computer has generated a buzz in the developing world where more 
than 40 countries have expressed interest in such a product for their remote areas.  

Internet penetration into the most isolated corners of the world would allow 
transnational migrants in industrialized countries unprecedented access to their 
families and networks back home and vice versa. While the adoption and widespread 
use of a bicycle-powered computer may be far off and even far-fetched, it does 
challenge the imagination to pause just beyond the realm of possibility. Perhaps 
research in the second decade of Cyberia will focus on the complete penetration of 
ICTs into daily life or the ‘ultra-mobile’ lifestyle, something already prophesied by 
the Intel Corporation and the current research on the possibilities of media in the 
home being led by corporate anthropologist Genevieve Bell (for example, Intel 
Corporation 2005).  

What we hope will emerge from this return to Cyberia is an engagement with both 
the possibilities and practicalities of new ICT use among transnational migrants. In 
particular, the need for more comparative studies and an awareness of how different 
populations bundle ICTs based on historical circumstance, cultural values, daily 
needs, access to technology and local living conditions. While scholars should remain 
sceptical of technological determinism and over-optimistic prophesies about the 
transformative power of ICTs in everyday life, there is no doubt that new 
technologies have an impact on how transnational migrants imagine, negotiate and 
create their social worlds across broad transnational fields. 
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Notes 

1. For examples see Aronowitz and Martinsons (1995), Balsamo (1996), Bowring (2003), 
Clark (2003), Davis-Floyd and Dumit (1998), Ess and Sudweeks (2001), Hakken (1999), 
Haraway (1996), Hughes (2004), Ling (2004), Loader (1998), Luckman (1999), 
McCaughey and Ayers (2003), Miller and Slater (2000), Mitra (2000, 2004), Nakamura 
(2002), Pertierra et al. (2002), Tufte (2002), Turkle (1996), Wellman (1999), Wellman et al. 
(1996), Wilson (2000), Wilson and Peterson (2002). 

2. An exception would be the television programme Fame Story, which is akin to the popular 
American show American Idol and is popular in the Greek diaspora across generations. 
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