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Abstract

How does migration affect macrostructures of political agency in the countries of origin? How do individual and collective migrant actors exert political influence in their home societies and what are the implications of their activities for political configurations on the regional and national level? In order to answer these questions, the impact of financial and social remittances, citizenship issues, claims to social status, the roles of migrant organizations and general frameworks for political participation will be discussed. The chosen approach turns its focus on issues and cases in which the translocal, transregional and transnational dimensions of interconnectedness overlap one another. The analytical reach of the project goes beyond micro-sociological implications of transnational migrant activities and modes of immigrant incorporation and directly addresses questions concerning a reconfiguration of political conciliation processes within the increasingly challenged framework of the nation-state and what can be called “emigrant re-incorporation”. Along with migration specific issues, the research project will try to identify political subjects characterized by the convergence of migrant and domestic interests in order to reveal processes of political negotiation shaped by transregional interdependencies and inequalities. These being the cornerstones of the research design, the project’s ambition is to contribute to the objective of overcoming the methodological nationalism in social sciences.

1. Research Area

Migration movements increasingly prove to be permanently embedded into complex social networks stretching across geographical and political borders. The concept of international migration as an unidirectional, singular movement from one nation-state to another which ends with complete assimilation becomes less and less valid. Migrants entertain relations, visit regularly and transfer money and goods to their home places long after they have left. They do so individually or collectively with people they share a common history or heritage with. Furthermore, integration into the host society often is not at odds with maintaining strong ties to the home country. The same networks migrants rely on when it comes to work, housing and many other aspects of building a new life, help them stay in touch with their home communities. With migrants’ daily lives increasingly transcending two ore more geographically and politically separate localities, migration is increasingly characterized by what can be called “institutionalized border-crossing”, rather than by the transfer from one clear-cut national “container” to another. Geographically separate nation-states and regions of the globe connect within migrants’ living environments. Thus, current migration movements are a significant force in the creation of transregional social spaces, which in turn shape millions of people’s lives.

The social networks enclosing each migration project are also the framework for multiple interdependencies. They characterize family bonds, creditor-debtor relationships, township affairs et cetera and are derived from migration-related resource flows. Financial remittances probably constitute the most visible expression of resource transfers shaping social relations. In many countries of the world and especially in Latin America they constitute one of the most important sources of financial inflows. Moreover, although the international financial crisis induced a temporary decrease, remittances have proved to be more resilient to influences from the general economic environment than other sources of income, such as foreign direct investments and commodity rents. Thus, as to their sheer amount, durability and degree of institutionalization, they represent a fairly important factor in the shaping of reciprocal dependencies between migrants and the receiving communities. So called “social remittances”, encompassing any kind of immaterial values or goods from which the recipient can benefit, are another characteristic element of transregional interdependencies induced by migration. As a theoretical concept, “social remittances” allow for the investigator to uncover alterations in socio-political hierarchies in transregional spaces characterized by migration, that are based on immaterial resources and social capital. Vice versa and especially in the beginning of any migration project, migrants receive financial support as well as affective encouragement from their relatives and friends in their home communities, both of which are not to be underestimated.

These interdependencies set the background for social, economic and/or political inequalities. In the countries of residence, migrants often have an inferior legal and socio-economic status compared to the rest of the population, especially at the beginning of their migration project. On the other hand, they have the opportunity to make claims to and valorize social status in their home communities through social and financial capital derived from migration (Goldring 1997). Improved wages, new (language) skills, altered lifestyles and land purchases are examples of how individual migrants and families can improve their social standing in their places of origin. On the collective level, visible progress in its urban development can raise the whole locality’s status in the regional context. An improved reputation of the township may again alter the hierarchy of power in relation to municipal or regional authorities in favor of community leaders. In increasingly extraterritorialized states, government representatives might also turn to migrants and their organizations in search for political or economic support and legitimacy (Goldring 1997). The reinforcement of migrants’ national identities and loyalties may in fact go along with governments’ advocacy for an expansion of the political rights of their nationals in the countries of residence (Müller 2009). This in turn provides migrants with access to additional political resources in multiple national settings. Accordingly, migration has a strong impact on the configurations of power and social inequalities in the affected communities.

The depicted shifts in social relations and power hierarchies are the result of the relevant actors’ embeddedness into transnational and transregional social spaces. They first emerge as a by-product of any migration project, depending on personal contacts and transfers of material and immaterial goods connecting remote places. Later, they develop into complex social contexts from which individual and collective actors can derive social capital. It is only through the concept of transnational and transregional social spaces, that we can understand certain aspects of migrant behavior and the socio-political implications of migrants’ claims to status and power. Thus, the “transnational turn” in migration studies has not only provided for the reconnection of the study of international migration and immigrant incorporation (Faist 2004) but also allows for the analytical perspective to include what can be called “emigrant re-incorporation”. Transnational and transregional social spaces permit to approach the highly institutionalized symbolic and social relations beyond and across national states and supranational institutions that increasingly shape international migration as well as social interdependencies in places of destiny and origin.

These circumstances bear implications for the political setup of nation-states confronted with mass emigration as well as for the political agency of the migrants themselves. While many emigrants de facto or de jure lose their right of political representation and participation with their departure, a number of countries have passed laws establishing equal political rights for citizens outside the national territory. These include voting rights, the reservation of congressional seats for migrant representatives or the possibility to establish political parties. Beyond legal adjustments, some governments especially in Latin America have shown eager to create new communication channels and participative institutions designed to include emigrants into the national polity. Prominent examples are government representations in the main cities of destiny, interactive web pages and regular visits of large communities abroad by representatives from local, state and federal levels. Providing emigrants with the possibility of political participation can be seen as affirmative action against the discrimination of nationals living abroad. In reality, migrants often dispose of means of political influence that were not available to them before they left. Thus, the political capital derived from migrants’ specific incorporation into transnational and transregional social spaces adds another dimension of social inequality to the aggregate of social relations in the communities and societies of origin.

In both dimensions of social inequality, id est the complex of power and status as well as the question of political influence, transnational organizations and other forms of collective actors play an increasingly significant part. Migrant associations can be sources of organizational capital in negotiations with political authorities and often have the ability to pool financial resources and thus attract additional government funding (Goldring 1997). They are increasingly involved in the delivery of social services in the places of origin and at the same time serve as interlocutors in the countries of destiny for government officials. International organizations, having an interest in finding alternative sources of legitimation, are also eager to consult non-governmental organizations, such as migrant associations, thus providing them with an additional forum for articulating their interests (Faist 2004). Again, it is the associations’ simultaneous incorporation in two socio-political environments that serves them as a strategic source of social and political capital (Müller 2009). Collective actors can play a great part in determining migrants’ social positions and therefore need to be considered in the analysis of social inequalities in transnational and transregional social spaces.

2. Research questions

The research project aims at addressing the following problem: How does migration affect macrostructures of political agency in the countries of origin? How do individual and collective migrant actors exert political influence in their home societies and what are the implications of their activities for political configurations on the regional and national level? In order to find answers to these questions, it will be necessary to identify processes of social differentiation and linkage activated by transnational migration and their impact on the home communities of migrants. It is believed, that financial and social remittances play a major part in this reconfiguration of social interdependencies. Migrants or their kin voicing social status claims based on resources related to transregional migration also present an interesting dimension of political processes of negotiation. Therefore, the operations of how remittances translate into social status and how they alter the sender’s, receiving community’s or their leaders’ position in regional power hierarchies vis-à-vis state authorities need to be examined. Dealing with migrants as political actors, citizenship issues will have to be addressed as well. Assuming that individual and collective migrant actors exert an increasingly significant influence on their home communities, the following questions consequently arise: What are the implications for the political landscape of a society when major forces in local politics are based outside the country or draw their political capital from their embeddedness into transnational social spaces? How do traditional political actors of the concerned societies, such as party leaders, leaders of social movements or government representatives, respond to this challenge? How do such developments interact with processes of democracy and/or nation building? Furthermore, as increasingly important actors for the arrangement of transnational social spaces, the role of international non-governmental organizations in constituting migrants as political actors will be assessed.

Within the scientific network desiguALdades.net, the project is incorporated into the research dimension of socio-political inequalities. Migrants as political actors exert major influence on power hierarchies and socio-political arrangements on the local, regional and national level of their countries of origin. Concerning citizenship issues the following questions would have to be addressed: Do political rights of participation for emigrants exist only in theory or are they actively enforced by the state? Does the adoption of citizenship of the country of residence activate political agency in the country of origin as well or is it another step towards assimilation? Also, access to a public sphere stretching beyond one nation state is an important asset for politically active migrants, which often distinguishes them from traditional political actors in their home countries and may give them an advantage in negotiation processes. Finally, analysing flows of financial and social remittances will connect the project with the research dimension of socio-economic inequalities, too. Their part in remodelling conventional configurations of social and political status as well as participation channels will have to be included into the research work.

3. Methodology


It is the research project’s ambition to take political involvement by migrants in their home countries beyond the micro-sociological level and analyse their impact on macro-structures. Still, such an analysis has to be based on a thorough understanding of local politics, processes of social differentiation and individual status claims. The chosen approach will turn its focus on issues and cases in which the translocal, transregional and transnational dimensions of interconnectedness overlap one another. In an effort to structure the research field, the project concentrates on migrant groups from the countries of Ecuador, Haiti and Mexico. Taking into account the transregional interconnectedness of the relevant migration phenomena, the analysis must approach political spaces of origin and residence in a combined fashion. Thus, the applicant will direct the fieldwork to the countries named above but also to communities with great concentrations of immigrants in the USA and if suitable Spain as well as Italy. 


The methodological tool-kit encompasses a combination of case studies, observations of the relevant actors, qualitative interviews and possibly quantitative inquiries of members of political parties and migrant organizations. It will be used on a set of different issues. One group will concern political subjects of specific relevance to migrants, such as political incentives aimed at attracting and canalizing remittances or migration related tariffs. Political participation and citizenship rights for migrants including the accompanying struggle for achieving them and their implications for modes of “emigrant incorporation” are another issue to be assessed. Finally, the research project will try to identify political subjects characterized by the convergence of migrant and domestic interests in order to reveal processes of political negotiation shaped by transregional interdependencies. The approach is designed to be embedded into a common argumentative framework within the desiguALdades.net network and open to mutual scientific enrichment. Under a shared critical focus the proposed project can contribute to the network’s objective of overcoming the methodological nationalism in social sciences.


4. The Country Cases



The Ecuadorian case was chosen because of the recent developments in the institutional setup of the federal state, creating new channels of participation and incentives for incorporation for Ecuadorian emigrants as well as their considerable weight for the national economy and their notable political achievements (Müller 2009). Moreover, within the region of Latin America the country has comparably little academical attention, so that the proposed project can help to close a research gap. Mexico and Haiti present with more prominence as objects of migration research. The Caribbean state has a long tradition of strong political involvement from emigrants that temporarily or permanently went to the USA and could count on the support of an influential migrant community. The macro-social structure of Haiti with its relatively small elite amplifies the impact a network of well-educated and organized actors with access to resources not available to compatriots who never left the country can have. Thus, migration is a major factor in shaping socio-political inequalities that deserve scientific attention. The devastating earthquake of January 2010 changed the face of the whole country, including the political system and may have served as a catalyst for developments strengthening migrant actors in the political scene, since they were the ones least affected by the tragic occurrences. Considering the potential for groundbreaking innovations in transregional and transnational politics, Mexico has to be included into the research. Mexicans are the largest group of Latinos in the United States, who in turn soon will replace the “Caucasians” as biggest ethnic population. On the other hand, they remain dramatically underrepresented within the political system of the USA, often suffer from weak socio-political positions and present with a striking incongruity regarding their influence in Mexican politics on the local and the national level, respectively: While home-town associations often are very prominent actors in their particular communities and transnational migrants successfully run for offices in villages and towns, emigrant participation in national elections continues to be marginal. Again, previous research has focused mainly on micro-sociological implications of transnational migrant activities while questions concerning a reconfiguration of political conciliation processes within the increasingly challenged framework of the nation-state have not been answered satisfactorily. 

4.1 Ecuador – A New Constitution and the Policy of Return


Ever since Ecuador's president Rafael Correa first ran for office in 2006, the elaboration of a new constitution had been at the heart of his political program. Following the ideals of his “Civic Revolution”, the process up to the final passing of the document encompassed a virtual marathon of referenda and elections. For the first time in Ecuador's history, emigrants were allowed to participate in the ballots. The “Constitution of Montecristi” that finally came into effect on October 20th 2008, extensively deals with migration-related issues – 58 of 444 articles make direct reference to “human mobility”. The most important innovations in this area are as follows: non-discrimination of persons because of their migratory status; recognition of every person's right to migrate; protection of rights as well as active endorsement and consultancy of Ecuadorian labor migrants and their families in countries of origin, transit and destination; promotion of migrants' ties to Ecuador; recognition of political organization and participation of Ecuadorians abroad; recognition of the existence of the transnational family; appropriate direction of remittances to the productive sector; creation of a supreme governmental authority for the coordination and execution of migration policy; encouragement for a voluntary return; as well as in the international arena the advocacy for universal citizenship, free mobility of all people, the abolition of the statuses of illegal or alien and the respect of migrants' human rights. 


The recognition of equal rights for all citizens is the foundation of cohesion in a political entity – in this case even across national and geographical borders. Accordingly, the corresponding constitutional articles can be interpreted as provisions for the establishment of a de-territorialized nation. In the face of individualizing and globalizing centrifugal forces, the integration of the nation is supposed to come about by the means of the democratic process of political participation (Habermas 1998). This approach is furthermore reflected within the constitutional mandate of promoting the accession of emigrants to Ecuadorian Social Security and the respective bilateral agreements with countries having significant Ecuadorian populations. The creation of a group of mutual solidarity across and beyond nation-state borders is to contribute to the consolidation of national unity. 


A number of articles of the constitution are concerned with the protection of the rights of Ecuadorians abroad. Government is obliged to provide emigrants and their families with aid, consultancy, and comprehensive protection as well as to safeguard their rights in case of an imprisonment in a foreign country. It has to watch over the rights of Ecuadorian workers abroad and to work towards a “regularization” of their legal status through agreements and conventions. Also, the constitution establishes public Ombudsmen for the Defense of the Rights and Human Rights of Ecuadorians as delegates of the “Defensoría del Pueblo”, not only in Ecuador, but in foreign countries, too. Through these constitutional mandates and the creation of public agencies having jurisdiction explicitly and exclusively on foreign territory, the state's claim to competency is being extended beyond the nation-state's territory – id est is being transnationalized. By providing legal protection and comprehensive support to Ecuadorians abroad, the involved government actors aim at retrieving loyalty from a transnational citizenry, who shall contribute to their native country's development with their private fortunes and political lobbying (Vono de Vilhena 2006 and Bauböck 2003).


Apart from the constitutional innovations, the Correa administration has enacted a series of policies governing the country's relation to its emigrants. At the center of these measures stands the initiative “Bienvenid@s a Casa” – “Welcome Home”. The program's ambition is to promote a “voluntary, dignified and sustainable” return but also to respect the migrants' right to free mobility and personal development, simultaneously. Correspondingly, the government is not only encouraging a “physical” but also an “economic” as well as a “political and cultural return”. A physical return may be temporary, permanent or lie in a dynamic connection of the countries of origin and residence. Thus, the federal plan acknowledges the transnational spaces that are encompassing many migrants lives. The Ecuadorian government is well aware that a majority of migrants will not return permanently to their home country. The provisions in the economic section of the plan “Bienvenid@s a Casa” reflect this awareness. In fact, chairwoman of the Migrants' National Secretary (SENAMI), Lorena Escudero, pronounced the acknowledgement of the fundamental work compatriots abroad do for the economic and social development of the country as foundation upon which all migration policy must stand. At its official introduction in Madrid she emphasized that migrants as an economic potential are at the program's core. Accordingly, the government would respect and support its citizens' free mobility and their residency beyond the borders of Ecuador. 


In order to facilitate investment, entrepreneurial initiatives, the transfer of acquired skills and acts of solidarity from Ecuadorians abroad, the SENAMI launched the investment fund “El Cucayo”. Through the fund emigrants willing to return can receive subsidies from up to 25 percent on their equity capital of a new found enterprise. “El Cucayo” is a prime example of a privately and publicly co-financed investment program harnessing migrants financial and innovative resources. Then, returning permanently is not even a condition to enter the program. Receiving subsidies is not attached to any obligation of a prolonged stay in the country, making an appeal to those entrepreneurs whose working and living environment stretches across multiple nation-states. The investment fund creates an opportunity to include those into the economic building of the country, who are moving back and forth between their home and a foreign country, id est whose lifestyles are typically transnational. 


Another major instrument that has been created by the federal government in the effort to economically integrate the Ecuadorian nation is the “Banco del Migrante” – “Bank of the Migrant”. Its primary mission is the facilitation of infrastructure and development projects in the migrants' regions of origin. Therefore, those applications to the investment fund “El Cucayo” that were rejected are being forwarded to the “Banco del Migrante” in order to assess opportunities for credit financing. Moreover, the bank is supposed to offer a mechanism to  certify migrants' creditworthiness to enable home comers without credit history to obtain private bank loans. As an additional purpose of the financial institution, President Correa always emphasized the need to make migrants' remittances less costly and more secure. For the most part, these are sent via commercial transfer institutions or semi-legally via relatives and friends traveling home. The “Banco del Migrante” has been established as an economic-political instrument facilitating a canalization of migrants' financial resources as potential investment capital.


The already mentioned political rights the new constitution grants Ecuadorians abroad are supplemented by the part of the plan “Bienvenid@s a Casa” concerned with the “cultural and political return”. In cities with considerable concentrations of Ecuadorians in Spain, Italy and the United States, it established so-called “Casas Ecuatorianas”. Their mission is to contribute to “strengthening national identity, solidarity and brotherhood” among Ecuadorians in the whole world. Besides serving as a meeting place for the community and a center for further education, one of the institutions' main fields of operation is legal protection of their citizens. In this case as well, the return program does not necessarily imply a physical return, but “generally, the recuperation of the political and cultural capacities” of the emigrants. The “Casas Ecuatorianas” as “places of a sensed homecoming” represent the government's outreach to the emigrants, trying to maintain and re-establish their ties to the homeland through which innovative and financial transfers can flow. On top of that, strengthening migrants' national sense of responsibility and loyalty allows for their political co-optation for government projects. The fight for Ecuadorian migrants political rights has been high ranking on Ecuador's political agenda ever since Rafael Correa took office. On one of his visits to Madrid he declared what he expected from the Spanish government: the regularization of his fellow countrymen. A major achievement for migrants' civic rights was the completion of a bilateral agreement entitling Ecuadorians to participate in Spanish municipal elections and vice versa. It becomes clear, that the actual return of the Ecuadorian migrants is not so much in the interest of the federal government as a legally, socio-politically and economically well-established diaspora that contributes generously to their home country's progress on the foundation of rich material and immaterial resources. 

      
Through these presented measures and constitutional provisions, the Ecuadorian government is fostering the formation of transnational political actors. Combined with the consolidation of their affective bonds and connections to their places of origin, the current administration's migration policy can be summed up in the call to their compatriots overseas to “think national and act transnational”. These policies deliberately aim at an expansion of the state's competency on foreign territories. In this effort, the newly created legal provisions and government representations abroad are supposed to serve as “political transmission belts” (Koller 2008), enabling government to deploy political strategies within the public sphere of another national society. With the support of the Ecuadorians abroad, traditional foreign policy can be pursued via typically domestic modes of political participation. Through this approach to gain political scope, Correa's government's migration policy along with migrants' political activities contribute to the overlapping of multiple national spheres of territorial sovereignty and thus to the formation of new transnational political spaces. It is for these emerging phenomena that Ecuador poses a prime case for the study of new political configurations in the face of increasing political activism by migrants. The Ecuadorian government also presents distinguishably progressive approaches to questions concerning a reconfiguration of political conciliation processes within the increasingly challenged framework of the nation-state and remarkable advances towards “emigrant re-incorporation”. 

4.2 Mexico – Migrant Associations and Political Parties


In an analysis on Mexican migrants as political actors, the clubs, home town associations, political parties and other organizations of Mexican immigrants in the United States cannot be left untreated. The amount of scientific attention they have received in recent years can be seen as a reflection of their actual political weight they have proven in negotiations around a number of issues concerning government policies on the local, regional and federal level in Mexico as well as in the public sphere of the United States. 


Migrant organizations first evolved around activities of solidarity for migrants and their families facing problems related to their establishment in the localities of destiny, such as access to health care. Quickly, the organizations' focus also included various issues concerning their members' home communities. Supplementing government responsibilities, they finance and conduct infrastructure projects and engage in socio-cultural activities (Delgado et al. 2004). Their activities have not gone by unnoticed by the Mexican state. Government officials, especially from the municipal and regional entities, turn to the organizations in search for monetary funding, legitimization, political support and, not least, votes from “their” migrants. Political initiatives directly involving Mexicans living abroad, such as the “3x1” program, play a significant part in the constitution of migrants as political actors. The cited program subsidizes public works initialized by Mexicans abroad and carried out in Mexico with one dollar from the respective municipal, regional and the national government each for every dollar invested by the migrants. As in this example, the Mexican state promotes the institutionalization of migrants' transnational practices (ibid.), resulting in an increasing importance of their organizations. It also does so through frequent visits by government representatives to Mexican communities abroad and by treating the organizations as representative interlocutors for a major part of the Mexican nation, not residing within the national territory. Analysing the reasons for the prominence these collective migrant bodies have gained and the attention from government officials they have received, Delgado et al. come up with four characteristic sources of organizational power:

(1) a relatively permanent formal organizational structure,

(2) the strengthening of their bonds of cultural identity, belonging and solidarity with their places of origin,

(3) their role as interlocutors vis-à-vis public and private entities in Mexico and the United States and

(4) the disposition of a considerable financial potential for social as well as local and regional development projects (2004).

Given these advantages, migrant organizations operate as powerful players in two formerly unconnected national political spheres, thus involved in the emergence of transnational and transregional political spaces. They can be seen as the foundation upon which migrants can sustain and put in effect their political rights (Escobar 2007). 


One of the most popular and increasingly visible type of migrant organization are the so-called home town associations of Mexicans in the United States. In both fields, being the interactions and negotiations with Mexican authorities as well as the development of independent cross-border investment and altruistic initiatives in Mexico, they have become more recognized and their work more formalized and systematic (Bada 2007). Interestingly, their members are increasingly and simultaneously affiliated to other civil and political organizations in the United States, indicating that migrants' integration into the host society and the maintenance of ties to their places of origin do not contradict each other and may even show a positive correlation. The increasingly strategic involvement in Mexican political affairs, as evidenced by the home town associations' contribution to the development of the cited “3x1” program, point to the emergence of a migrant civil society, actively involved both in Mexico and the United States (ibid.).


One of the main issue migrant activism has been evolving around is the struggle for the recognition of their political rights. In this struggle it is the same actors who demand improvements of their immigration status in the United States and who lobby for being treated equally to their Mexican co-nationals in their home country (Schütze 2007). This simultaneity hints to the embeddedness into transregionally and transnationally constituted organizations and networks as background for strategic social and political resources. Since the beginning of the century, Mexican political parties have been playing an increasingly significant part in institutionalizing transnational spaces. They have established dependencies or clubs of affiliates in the United States, party officials pay regular visits to the Mexican communities north of the Rio Grande and party activists support electoral campaigns in their places of residence and origin (ibid.), thus further institutionalizing the organizational structures of politically active migrants and strengthening the ties between geographically separate localities. These contacts primarily develop on the local level, but based on their established positions in the local communities, migrants also make claims to political representation on the regional and national level in Mexico. Conclusively, through their trans-local activism, Mexican political parties engage in the creation of new transregional spaces of interaction and communication (ibid.). It is due to this outstanding part that home town associations, political parties and other migrant organizations play in the institutionalization of migrant political activism and the establishment of transregional political spaces, that a thorough analysis of their activities promises interesting results regarding the impact migration has on macrostructures of political agency and overall socio-political configurations in Mexico.

4.3 Haiti – Presidential Elections and the Aftermath of the Earthquake


The January 12 earthquake hit the already struggling caribbean country with devastating force. With hundreds of thousands dead, millions homeless and a shattered infrastructure virtually every Haitian is directly or indirectly affected by the tragic occurrences. Nearly 60 percent have lost at least one relative. The aftermath of the quake has been dominating people's lives in Haiti, ever since. The same is true for significant parts of the diaspora of an estimated two million, especially in the nearby United States. Those who could, took in relatives to their homes. By the end of february about 7,000 non-citizens had arrived to the United States from Haiti (Barnard 2010a). Schools in Florida have reported large increases in Haitian students and the International Organization for Migration estimates that about 20,000 Haitians fled to the Dominican Republic right after the earthquake, of whom many probably went on to Miami, New York and Washington, D.C. (Cave 2010).


The Haitian government's crisis management is largely seen as another disappointment  among the emigrants already critical view of Port-au-Prince politicians. Attitudes towards the “political class” are characterized by lack of trust, suspicion, skepticism and the feeling of being treated “as a big A.T.M.” (Barnard 2010b). On the other hand, many want to take responsibility for their families and co-nationals back home and get involved. Thousands went to Haiti right after the events of January 12th to offer their help in cleaning up the rubble or working in medical stations. In fact, the earthquake may have worked as a catalyst to taking “things into our own hands” (ibid.) for many who now feel “that this time we can make a difference” (Barnard 2010c). This phenomenon does not seem to be limited to the field of emergency aid, but also has affected the political scene. Former minister of education and culture Pierre Buteau attributes this to the urgent need of fundamental reforms, which is especially being voiced among the diaspora: “The arrival of new, unusual actors in the political arena is due to the failure of (current) politics to transform Haitian society” (AFP 2010). 


One of the most unusual and also most prominent actors that entered the scene this summer was New York-based artist Wyclef Jean. The Haitian-born multi-millionaire made his bid for the presidential elections being held on November 28th but was rejected by the electoral committee on the grounds of not having resided within the country for the last five consecutive years. Being asked why he ran for office, Jean often made reference to what he experienced in Port-au-Prince in the days following January 12th. For him, too, it was the earthquake that made him realize he wanted to get directly involved into the country's politics (Pilkington 2010). In his electoral campaign, Jean's migrant history played an important role. Speaking of his motivation, he said, he wanted to share the part of the American Dream he himself had experienced with the people of Haiti. Moreover, his political program aimed at including more emigrants in the rebuilding process of the country. In fact, Jean claimed that he is the only one who “stands in the middle” and can get the diaspora and Haiti's elitist families to cooperate (Böckling 2010). Although, Wyclef Jean is out of the presidential race, he now is a sought after “kingmaker” among the remaining candidates, especially since he is thought to being able to mobilize Haitian youths. Clearly, this episode demonstrates the remarkable weight Haitian migrants have in politics of their home country and particularly in the 2010 elections. 


Even though, Haitian citizens of the diaspora cannot vote in Haiti and the Haitian constitution forbids foreigners, including Haitians with United States citizenship, from participating in domestic politics, a number of presidential candidates take their campaign beyond the country's borders. Many contenders, such as Michel Martelly and Charles Henri Baker, meet with co-nationals at community meetings in Miami, Washington, D.C., New York and Montreal. Virtually all of them organize and use private fundraisers, courtesy calls, media interviews and airport news conferences in order to raise money among wealthy members of the diaspora and win powerful allies, telling community and family members who to vote for (Daniel 2010). As in the United States, electoral campaigns have become more expensive and due to the chaotic situation after the earthquake, raising money in Haiti has come to be an extremely difficult task. Migrants are increasingly critical of financing the elections without having the right to participate but also see the opportunity to finally have their voices heard. Accordingly, Michel Martelly stated that he will be supporting the idea of emigrants being more involved and their right to vote (ibid.).


The Haitian diaspora getting involved in their home country's politics is not a new phenomenon. However, this year's presidential elections as well as the corresponding campaigns, political programs and candidates promise to be a most fertile field for analyzing transnational and transregional migrant political activism and its effects on macro-political configurations in Haiti. The catastrophic earthquake and its aftermath set the undeniable background for this and will do so for years to come. Like it is true for the whole country, the quake most likely is affecting migrants' involvement from abroad, too, as it “is magnifying the connections – and the gaps – between those who left and those who stayed behind” (Barnard 2010d).
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