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In early March 2017, a feud broke out between the Turkish and German 

governments. The source was a critical upcoming referendum in Turkey aimed 

at giving increased powers to the President Recep Tayyib Erdogan. Hosting the 

world's largest Turkish diaspora community of an estimated five million, 

Germany was a natural site for rallies of Erdogan supporters in favor of a 'yes' 

vote on the referendum. When such gatherings scheduled for the first weekend 

in March in Cologne and Gaggenau were cancelled by the authorities for what 

were characterized as security concerns, Erdogan further exacerbated the 
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strained bilateral relationship by comparing such practices to those of the Nazi 

period. The furor over this episode had not yet calmed down the following 

week, when Dutch authorities prevented the Turkish Foreign Minister from 

flying to Rotterdam for a rally and the Minister of the Family and Social Policy 

from holding a similar meeting in Hamburg. 

While it may still appear strange to some that foreign political figures 

would travel to diaspora communities to encourage support for a referendum 

or election in the sending state-indeed, Turks were first allowed to exercise 

the rightto vote from abroad only in the 2014 presidential elections-the right 

to cast a ballot from outside the homeland and the attendant strategies of 

sending-state politicians to campaign beyond the borders of their national 

territory have become increasingly common around the world. They 

constitute examples, in this case particularly high profile ones, of the 

phenomenon of transnational governance explored in this special issue. 

The field of transnationalism, which was, in effect, launched by the 

now-classic 1994 Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc work Nations 

Unbound, 1 began as a deliberate departure from the then-existing literature on 

migration which was underpinned at most levels of analysis by a clear 

dichotomy between the sending and receiving state. While return migration 

was certainly studied, it was still largely within a framework which understood 

migratory movement as definitive in terms of virtually all relationships, save 

perhaps nostalgia. With the exception of work on remittances, once left, the 

sending state was either ignored or deemed to have little importance in 

understanding the political, social, and cultural futures of the migrants. 

Thus the field of transnationalism began with an implicit anti-state 

bias: with so much work shaped by what is now called methodological 

nationalism-the conception of social phenomena around or within the 

contours of the territorial boundaries of the nation state-scholars in this 

emerging area of study self-consciously eschewed not only the state level of 
analysis, but the state itself. Indeed, at the same time that neoliberal economics' 

assault on the state was leading to a celebration of the virtues of non

govermnental organizations, one of the themes of the transnationalism 

literature was that the e/im/migrants were heroic transgressors of established 

territorial boundaries. Instead of being constrained by lines drawn and policed 
by often-coercive states, these peoples' lives and movements were seen as 

subverting the state system, implying a kind of liberation from the demands 

and oppression of governments. By embodying forms and levels of identity, 
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which they maintained or adapted as their hypothesized transnational 

existence required, they were at times referred to as "deterritorialized nations." 

Like all fields, the trausuatioualism literature has grown and developed 

greater nuance and sophistication with the passage of time. While there is no 

question that its initial successes in breaking down the conceptual barrier 

between sending and receiving states were, and have been, seminal to a better 

understanding of migrants' experiences, it is also the case that the vaunted 

liberation from "stateness" was more apparent that real. Regardless of the 

many ways in which they remain connected with the country of origin, and 

thus maintain a perspective anchored in or shaped by both sending and 

receiving societies, they are in no way deterritorialized. Indeed, they are very 

much subject to the vagaries of the economic, political, social, and cultural 

forces of the country in which they reside. In many cases, because their 

presence is not legally documented, the challenges, in fact the dangers, they 

face playa central role in shaping their e/im/migrant experience. 

One important trend that developed in the transnationalism literature 

concerns the types of impact that emigrants may have on the sending society 

or state. As noted above, eCOllOlnic remittances were long the most obvious 

form of such influence. But scholars also came to understand that there may 

be other significant forms of transfers, and to emphasize the importance of 

their impact, the term remittances is also used, although they have been termed 

social or political remittances. Social remittances may be thought of as the 

influence of the ideas and practices that migrants convey through various 

forms of contact with the sending society. Political remittances are closely 

related and are generally understood as how experiences by migrants 

(generally {rom countries with authoritarian political systems) with different 

(usually democratic) political systems may transfer (demands for) new 

political forms and practices to the sending society. 

In addition, as the story of campaigning for the Turkish referendum 

in Europe described earlier indicates, the influences are not unidirectional, 

whether at the level of the individual or at the level of the state or diaspora 

community. States, particularly ones that have large diaspora communities or 

large communities of nationals located in countries of particular strategic, 

economic, or political importance, generally have either an interest in making 

use of these communities if they view them as a resource or in controlling them 

if they have reason to regard them as a security challenge. 
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Against this backdrop, the special issue draws on the concept of 

transnational governance to inquire into the ways diasporas' and states' 

interactions shape conceptions of power, institutions, and policies in the Arab 

world. Defined as a form of "steering," governance operates within a multitude 

of policy arenas in which public, private, institutional, and informal actors seek 

to organize action and shape decisions.' With the intensification of global 

connections, scholarship has looked beyond state-centric models of 

governance to understand how transboundary networks and actors affect 

decision-making and transform state authority3 Conceptualized as the 

negotiation and dispersal of authority across borders, transnational 

governance emerges as a "dynamic and non-linear process"4 in which 

governments and non-state actors, such as corporations, interest groups, 

individuals, and social movements,S interact in the design of regulations and 

methods of deliberation.6 This conceptual framework shifts attention from 

"older models of international affairs'" such as intergovernmentalism to 

inquire into the complexity of formal and informal top-down and bottom-up 

networks that influence policymaking in an increasingly interconnected 

world. In this regard, a growing body of scholarship has addressed how a 

proliferation of what are called 'transnational governors," such as 

governmental and non-governmental organizations, seek to respond to such 

cross-border challenges as climate change, internet, commerce, financial 

regulations, etc9 Through this conceptual lens, it is possible to examine how a 

multiplicity of actors, ranging from states and organizations to informal 

coalitions, shape policy arenas through collaborative networks, but also how 

they may diverge in agenda setting and policy implementation. lo Indeed, while 

cross-border governance is set in theory to enhance policy harmonization over 

a set of issues, the proliferation of actor strategies and cross-border regimes 

creates uncertainty, fragmentation and policy tensions in practice. I I 

When it comes to migration, various works have looked at how cross

border and entangled governance layers influence migration policymaking 

and migrant rights. I
' Still, little attention is devoted to unpacking the nexus 

between transnational governance and migration through the lens of state

diaspora relations. More specifically, the two-fold dynamic through which 

diasporas shift the scale of governance by seeking to affect and challenge 

politics in the sending state, while at the same time spurring the sending state 

to extend its governance strategies and mechanisms beyond territorial borders, 

remains underexplored in this body of scholarship. In this special issue, we 

conceptualize the impact of migration on transnational governance as having 
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a two-part, mutually reinforcing dynamic: How Arab states seek to "govern" 

their diasporas through a variety of institutions and policies; and how 

diasporas in turn influence governance in the sending states. From this 

perspective, interactions between states and their diasporas forge 

'multilayered' sites of authority in which states stretch concepts of governance 

beyond borders while diasporas contest or reinforce state-centric governance. 

As underscored, diaspora politics provides states with opportunities to 

harness the potential of their citizens abroad but also to extend their 

sovereignty and control,l3 States may devise transnational development 

networks that enable communities abroad to participate in projects around 

'codevelopment.'!4 States seek to involve diasporas in both electoral and non

electoral political processes to improve citizen inclusiveness and deepen the 

quality of their democracies. At the same time, regimes that rely on methods 

of control and co-optation to consolidate their mle may establish religious or 

policy institutions that would enable them to expand their authority over their 

diaspora communitiesY Such regimes may also seek to discourage diasporic 

dissent through patrotic discourses and media appeals. Leaderships may also 

track the activities of activists living overseas through surveillance networks.!6 

At the same time, diasporas influence political processes in the sending state 

through lobbying, organizing protests, establishing civil society platforms, or 

calling for voting from abroad.!7 In a context of dense transworld connections, 

the proliferation of civil society networks, social movements, and international 

organizations constitute manifold avenues for diasporas to engage in politics 

across borders. IS 

In the Middle East, the Arab states have often had uneasy relationships 

with their diasporas. Historically, they have viewed their diasporas with 

caution and have perceived exile politics as a potential threat to their 

authoritarian stability.!9 Some states have established ministries that regulate 

and monitor their involvement, at times under the guise of harnessing their 

contributions to development or viewing them as alleviators of 

unemployment. 20 Nonetheless, members of Arab diasporas have often 

questioned the national state as a dominant site of authority, and have in some 

cases challenged homeland authoritarianism. In the context of the Arab 

uprisings, Egyptian, Syrian, Tunisian, and Libyan diasporas have organized 

protests, established transnational civil society networks, and sought to engage 

in homeland politics either through campaigning for electoral rights or 

returning to take up political positions.2! These activities are anchored in prior 

transnational networks of dissent that remain largely underexplored. 
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Combining theory-driven, comparative, and country-based case 

studies, the contributions to this special issue examine questions at the heart 

of emigratiou and transnational governance in the Arab world. Focusing on 

the interconnected sites of authority between states and their citizens abroad, 

they explore how governance-as the distribution of spheres of influence, 

power and norms-is reconfigured through such interrelationships. The 

thematic issues highlighted in this special issue raise various questions for 

discussion: How have Arab states sought through myriad strategies to 

'manage' their diasporas and control their transnational political space? At the 

same time, how have communities abroad challenged the sending state's 

leadership and crafted a politics of claims making? Transcending the binary 

debate on the state's politics of co-optation towards the diaspora versus the 

latter's politics of contention, how is the very existence of a diaspora 

community, both intentionally and unintentionally, reflected in the 

institutional designs of the origin Arab state? 

Brand's article is concerned with questions of governance, not at the 

level of leaderships or diaspora communities, but at a more structural level. A 

number of states and regions in the MENA area have had experiences with 

significant emigration for l11any decades; indeed, some for 1110re than a 

century. The communities of nationals that have developed abroad, induding 

descendants of the original emigrants, thus have a long history of relations of 

varying types and degrees with the sending-state governments. As a result, 

Brand asks, how has the very presence of such large numbers of migrants 

abroad affected the structures of the state? In which state structures can one in 

effect "read" a significant history of such population out-movement? In 

surveying multiple countries across the MENA region, she finds significant 

preliminary evidence of structural effects, both in the obvious form of special 

ministries and bureaus established to address diaspora concerns and 

challenges, but also in much less obvious ways that have implications for our 

understanding of regime stability and state formation. 

Bruce's article addresses a critical, but to the best of our knowledge 

unstudied, element in the literature on transnational governance: that of the 

role of the sending country's "state" religion. The state in the MENA region 

has long been interested in extending its control over areas of law that were 

traditionally part of the realm of religious scholars as well as institutions such 

as religious endowments, schools, and universities. The result has been the 

gradual bureaucratization of the religious establishment. Research on 

migration has often discussed the importance of religion to diasporic identity 
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and possibilities for integration in host societies, and the maintenance of ties 

to the sending state through the dispatch to or the temporary posting of 

religious scholars to support the spiritual life of the migrant communities. 

What Bruce explores in this paper, however, is the conscious exporting by the 

sending country-in this case, Morocco-of individuals charged, in effect, 

with promoting a "Moroccan Islam." The aim is not only to control this 

migrant religious field, but in so doing to attempt to inoculate it against what 

the makhzen views as the danger of radicalization by those promoting other 

visions and versions of Muslim belief and practice. 

Fakhoury's contribution sheds light on diasporas as "soft governers" 

in transnational social fields. Her article maps the transnational practices in 

which Egyptians in the United States engaged to sustain political ties with 

Egypt during the Egyptian uprising between 25 January and 11 February 2011 

and its direct aftermath. US-based Egyptian activists and organizations drew 

on the 2011 uprising as an opportunity to renegotiate understandings of 

political participation, and attempted in the immediate wake of the uprising to 

influence governance in Egypt through establishing civil society partnerships 

with the homeland or lobbying for political change in the United States. Their 

politics of engagement took shape through digital activism, protests, advocacy, 

and debates on political participation. While their contributions can be 

credited for renegotiating the politics of participation beyond territoriality, 

activists' shifting allegiances in addition to Egypt's unresponsiveness to 

activism dealt a blow to transnational engagement after 2013. By relating 

activist strategies to shifting political opportunities, the article provides a 

broader understanding of the complex interrelationships between emigration 

and governance within the Arab state. 

Hirt and Abdulkader Saleh Mohammad's article explores yet another 

aspect of transnational governance using the example of the understudied 

Eritrean diaspora, which accounts for one third of the total population of the 

country. Much of the literature on transnational governance is concerned with 

relations between authoritarian sending states and democratic host states. In 

this paper, however, Hirt and Abdulkader Saleh Mohammad paint a picture of 

diaspora communities in effect caught between a highly repressive home state 

from which Eritreans have fled on the one hand, and a series of similarly 

authoritarian Arab host states on the other. Their contribution explores the 

pressures or challenges that being caught in such a vise involves, as well as the 

various ways that Eritreans have sought to manage their continuing ties to 

home in such difficult circumstances. 
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In sum, this special issue contributes to addressing the current gaps in 

our understanding of how diasporas provide the Arab state with policy tools 

and opportunities to rescale its governance either by designing diaspora

oriented institutions (see Brand), externalizing its management functions (see 

Bruce), or "metagoverning" its diasporas (see Hirt and Abdulkader Saleh 

Mohammad). At the same time, this collection is an appeal for acquiring a 

better understanding of how diasporas-either through their mere existence 

or through their attempts to steer politics-affect and reconfigure structures 

of authority in the Arab world (see Brand and Fakhoury). Breaking away from 

the transnationalism literature that emphasizes migrants' contributions on the 

one hand, and from streams of scholarship that concentrate on state-centric 

models of governance on the other, the collected articles underline the 

interactive dynamics between emigration and the state as an entry point to 

exploring governance in the Arab region as a 'multilayered' site. 
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