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The Theoretical and Methodological Framework

To what extent does migration shape political patterns around the globe? 
Can migrants transfer democratic values to their countries of origin? If so, 
what are the implications for the politics of their homelands? Although 
some implied theoretical insights have long existed that suggested a con-
nection between migration and democratic change, particularly in the work 
on de-territorialized citizenship and transnational networks in the inter-
national system, social scientists have only recently begun to explore the 
narrower empirical questions that animate this work. In this chapter, I 
build upon the literature in question to construct the basis for the book’s 
claims. In what follows, I will first present a theoretical design outlining the 
means through which diasporas might affect politics in their homelands—
a ripple effect that occurs even when migrants do not intend their actions 
to be political. I then adopt Mazzuca’s model (2007) to illustrate how these 
mechanisms channeled through the demand and supply sides of the politi-
cal equation might yield diverse political outcomes in the country of origin.
 In presenting this model, I want to make explicit that this chapter aims 
to delineate a broad theoretical narrative of potential political change in 
the country of origin as a result of migrant influence. As such, it does not 
attempt to specify theoretical explanations of narrower dependent vari-
ables such as political participation or electoral competitiveness. Rather 
it constructs a theoretical account that can be used to hypothesize within 
specific polities to determine the extent to which migration has shaped 
particular aggregate political outcomes in a given country. The diaspora 
connection is a complex process with lots of moving parts that would be 
underspecified and confusing if limited to the concrete dependent variables 
explored in the three cases presented in the book. This level of abstraction 
makes it not only a more useful touchstone for other comparable cases to 



Migrants and Political Change in Latin America24

the ones presented here, but also permits a sharper empirical narrative for 
the ones explored in these pages. Moreover, offering a more abstract theo-
retical model also allows for the possibility that migrant influence through 
the various pathways of influence need not be strictly positive. Although 
none of the cases presented here offer support for that likelihood, it is 
certainly possible, and perhaps probable in other contexts.
 Figure 2.1 illustrates the theoretical model in question. As can be seen 
in the image, the impact of migration in the country of origin operates 
through three distinct channels—links that get created through either 
economic or social remittances and the effect that might develop as a re-
sult of the physical presence of migrants. In the first case, resources flow to 
the country of origin which may contribute to a number of changes usually 
associated with more robust political participation and democracy such as 
higher levels of education and wealth. They may also lead to a number of 
other consequences discussed below. This means that democratization can 
potentially be a side effect of economic remittances—again not something 
that individuals at either end of the migration network necessarily intend 
or envisage. Social remittances, on the other hand, allow for ideas, behav-
iors, identities, and other forms of social capital to flow back to their home 
countries. In turn, these beliefs can shape the political behavior of those 
who stayed behind, particularly in situations where the migrants’ views 
about political life in general are different than their compatriots. Finally, 
return migrants are essentially an amalgam of these two pathways with 
the critical distinction of being physically closer to their compatriots who 
never left, which has its own set of repercussions. My theoretical model 
sharpens the distinctiveness of the two remittance strands, as well as the 
role of returnees, in order to make sense of the literature and to capture 
both the spatial and materiality aspects of the process, in addition to the 
social dimensions of migrant influence at home. Nevertheless, it should 
be noted that empirically it would be difficult to disentangle the precise 
effect of each side. This is because places with a disproportionate number 
of migrants are unlikely to undergo economic interactions with their com-
patriots abroad without also experiencing the equivalent social elements. 
Indeed, as I describe below, it is possible that the two remittance chan-
nels might not only reinforce each other, but have similar or even identi-
cal political results depending on the context at both ends of the migrant 
network. This, combined with the probability that return migrants might 
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engage in a circular back-and-forth across borders—a constantly shifting 
temporality where at any one point in time, returnees would be part of the 
other two pathways—would make it extremely difficult to extricate indi-
vidual effects between the three components. In that sense, the theoretical 
differentiation is not intended to be prescriptive, but descriptive.
 Likewise, given that contrasting values from those that never left is 
key, the model includes an intervening step—the precise way in which 
socialization and the migration experience shape the political attitudes of 
individuals abroad. Absent this social transformation, social remittances 
are more likely to be superficial or irrelevant to political change. So, for 
instance, one would expect that a state that sends a large number of mi-
grants for a few months a year to its neighboring country would be sub-
ject to little change from social remittances compared to one with a large 
and engaged diaspora with a long residency abroad. In the same manner, 
one might estimate that a place undergoing migration to a location very 
similar to itself whether in political or social terms, would see fewer trans-
formations compared to a country with the opposite experience. Likewise, 
one would anticipate that the political attitudes of a diaspora that faces 
constant discrimination, restrictions of movement, and other hardships 
might develop differently or might not see as much modification as the 
political views of migrants who experience a more welcoming host society 
coupled with material success abroad.
 On the other hand, while social and economic remittances are, in effect, 
the inputs of what might engender political change at home, the volume, 
type, and consistency this content might take is entirely dependent on the 
migrant networks linking individuals across borders. This is what trans-
forms individual actions into measurable aggregate phenomena. Hence, 
the density, size, range, and specificity of these social webs matter as much 
as what flows through them. Put another way, if social and economic re-
mittances are the political substance, migrant networks are the structure. 
Their combination is what counts. Having one without the other may mat-
ter at the margins, but would not result in measurable political outcomes 
at the aggregate level. Indeed, it is this merger that permits actions that 
might not even be intended to be political at the outset to cascade into 
social processes that can alter the politics of the home country.
 Social links play an identical function in shaping the impact of return 
migrants. The key difference is that physical presence both expands and 
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constrains the potential clout of the diaspora in distinct ways compared to 
the other two components. On the one hand, it might dramatically enlarge 
the circle of influence as returnees come into contact with individuals that 
they might never have encountered otherwise, while also widening the op-
portunities to interact and converse about politics in deeper and more in-
timate ways. On the other, returning may deprive them of some prestige, 
may damage or disarticulate their networks or may focus them on more 
immediate matters of survival and thus may limit their potential impact. 
In this way, the ripple effects that could develop would follow disparate 
patterns to the other two migrant pathways.
 In order to fully account for dynamics just described, there is one last 
circumstance to consider: the context at the receiving end of the migrant 
networks. While the potential for change would exist anywhere with a con-
nection to an engaged diaspora, no transformation across the country can 
possibly be homogenous. This is because any number of local variables 
could make a difference into whether the influence of migrants took root. 
Among these one could mention education and wealth—a more educated 
populace might be more open to new ideas, a poorer community might 
benefit more from new resources and thus see a larger effect in its poli-
tics—but one might also list prior levels and patterns of political engage-
ment, preexisting power arrangements and perhaps most importantly the 
type of political institutions that the migrants’ influence has to contend 
with (i.e., democracies vs. nondemocracies, presidential vs. parliamentary, 
federal vs. nonfederal, formal vs. informal institutions, electoral rules, 
government capacity, political polarization, type of party system, etc.). In 
short, no matter how pervasive or powerful the diaspora’s political influ-
ence mechanisms might be, its clout will fare rather differently depending 
on the kind of political arena they face.
 An approach that may help illustrate the theory just described is with 
the use of a metaphor. Let me put it this way. If social and economic re-
mittances are the original disturbance in a pond caused by the proverbial 
rock—whose size and heft would represent the specifics of the migration 
experience—and social networks are what facilitates ripples to develop, 
then a polity’s characteristics are basically the contours of the shore that 
would condition the extent to which the initial disruption would have an 
effect beyond the basin of the pond. Return migrants would play a compa-
rable role, but from a different point of origin, and thus, their effect would 
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follow its own unique path, which may or may not overlap the other two. 
To think of it this way emphasizes three things. First, traits on both sides 
of the process matter. Second, the rippling effect underscores that what-
ever outcome may occur, it is as a result of millions of individual decisions 
that may or may not have been purposefully political, and which may or 
may not have a physical component. Finally, depending on the country, 
the parameters would be the same, but they would have an infinite number 
of possible permutations.

Figure 2.1. The theoretical model for migrant influence in the country of origin.


