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APPROACHES TO THE STUDY OF INTERNATIONAL
 MIGRATION: A REVIEW

A B S T R A C T

This review essay addresses research questions, hypotheses, assumptions,
contributions, and shortcomings of predominant approaches to the study of
international migration. The discussion concludes with some reflections on future
research, particularly on the need to integrate different perspectives.

R E S U M E N

La presente revisión aborda cuestiones de investigación, hipótesis, supuestos,
contribuciones, y deficiencias de los enfoques predominantes hacia el estudio de la
migración internacional. La discusión concluye con algunas reflexiones respecto a
investigaciones futuras, sobre todo en cuanto a la necesidad de integrar perspectivas
disímiles.

INTRODUCTION

Research on international migration has developed a wide spectrum
of theoretical approaches in order to explain the origins, patterns, and
characteristics of migratory flows. The analysis in this paper is guided
by the discussion of the most conventional and influential approaches
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to migration. First, the “push-pull” theory of migration which focuses
on macroeconomic conditions in both sending and receiving nations
as the key factors that cause migration flows. Second, the “labor
recruitment” approach, which emphasizes the role of employers in
receiving countries as the main “pulling” force that influences the
emergence of migration streams. Finally, I shall address the perspective
that sees migration as a social process which encompasses economic,
social, and cultural variables as explanations of international migration.
The discussion underscores the fundamental hypotheses, principles,
and shortcomings of each theoretical perspective, suggesting some
alternatives to address further studies of international migration.

THE “0PUSH-PULL” THEORY OF MIGRATION

Ravenstein´s seminal work in the late-nineteenth-century The Laws of
Migration, provided the first systematic principles that explain the
dynamics of migration (Ravenstein, 1885:167-227). His work was based
on five general propositions; the first one is the existing relationship
between migration and distance. He differentiates between the short
and long distance migrants, with male predominance in long-distance
migration and female predominance in short-distance movements.
Second, Ravenstein identifies a process of stage migration: migrants,
he observes, will come first from nearby villages toward the center of
attraction or urban area, but as industry and commerce continue to
grow, migrants will be attracted from very distant villages as well.
Third, he notes rural-urban differences in the propensity to emigrate,
whereby the urban population displays a lesser propensity to emigrate
than the rural populations. Fourth, developments in technology and
modes of transportation, Ravenstein argues, lead to an increase in
migration. Last but no least, the rationale behind the migration process,
Ravenstein claims, is an individual rational decision, based on
calculations of costs and benefits of migration. Economic factors, to
sum it up, in the place of origin operate as what Ravenstein defines as
“push” forces which, in combination with what he calls “pull” factors
in the destination, explain migration flows.



FELIPE CUAMEA VELÁZQUEZ

139

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○

The principles and hypotheses of Ravenstein´s study became the
keystone for further research on migration, leading to what is known
as the “push-pull “ theory of migration, which has had a great influence
on later developments of theoretical models. Although from different
ideological and theoretical frameworks, approaches such as The Theory
of Modernization and The Dependency Theory converge in their
assumptions regarding migration as a result of push and pull factors.

The basic contention of the supply-push and demand-pull theory is
that the origins of international migration are to be found in the
economic backwardness of developing countries, where economic
conditions operate as “push” or expulsion forces, fostering legal and
illegal migration toward industrialized nations. The “pull” or attraction
factors in receiving countries (higher wages, employment, better welfare
systems), as well as “push” factors (lower wages, high unemployment
and underemployment rates, slow economic growth or economic
stagnation and poverty), are considered causal variables that explain
how and why international migration flows originate. Although
different applications of these assumptions lead to an emphasis on
either attraction or expulsion factors, the conventional tenets of this
approach assert that the origins, magnitude,  and pace of both legal
and undocumented migration can be explained as a function of
economic performance of receiving and sending nations (Appleyard,
1989:486-499).

WAGE AND INCOME DIFFERENTIALS

One of the central propositions in the economic models of migration is
that wage and income differentials between sending and receiving
nations account for labor geographical mobility, and that these
differentials may be useful to predict the direction of international
migration. The  hypothesis implies that countries with the lowest per
capita income would provide the highest differentials compared to the
income in receiving nations. However, the main sending countries are
not among the poorest nations in the world-rather, many of these
countries are “middle income” nations where “poverty-related ́ push´
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factors are probably related more to the distribution than to the level
of income” (Morrison, 1982:8). As Gregory argues, in the late 1970´s
there as a huge flow of illegal Colombian migrants into neighboring
Venezuela, and these countries had at the time an income differential
of 3.1 to 1 in favor of Venezuela. For that same year, income differential
between the United States and Colombia was 10.5 to 1 and no significant
Colombian migration towards the United States took place during those
years. Instead of migrating North, where the widest income differential
could provide stronger attraction, Colombian workers went toward
Venezuela, which had a smaller income differential as compared to
the U.S. (Gregory, 1991:52). These cases show that wage and income
differentials alone provide little evidence to sustain the hypothesis that
wage and income differentials between sending and receiving nations
suffice to explain migration. In the same line of argument then, Portes
argues that the main migration streams toward the United States or
Western Europe should originate in the impoverished countries of
Equatorial Africa, Bangladesh, or from Haiti, which in fact is not the
case (Portes, 1983:76).

For example, in the early sixties after a bilateral labor agreement
between Turkey and West Germany was signed, Turkish workers
emigrated to West Germany in significant numbers, and the majority
were recruited from the regions of Thrace, Marmara, and North Central
Anatolia, which were considered as the more developed and
westernized regions in the country. Gurak and Caces observe that by
1974 emigrants were relatively highly-skilled workers as compared
with non-emigrating workers (Gurak and  Caces, 1992:150-176).
Migrants were not necessarily the poorest workers in Turkey, nor did
they come from the poorest regions of the country as the push-pull
theory would claim.

Additional evidence from Latin America conflicts with theoretical
assumptions on poverty as related to migration: estimates of poverty
in Latin America in 1970 show that 68 percent of rural households in
Peru were below the poverty line, 75 percent in Honduras, 73 percent
in Brazil, 54 percent in Colombia, and 49 percent in Mexico. Even worse,
estimates for that same year report that 25 percent of total households
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in Peru were below the destitution line, 45 percent in Honduras, 25
percent in Brazil, 18 percent in Colombia, and 12 percent in Mexico. By
1980, more than 85 percent of rural households in Bolivia were below
the poverty line, 70 percent in Brazil, 60 percent in Colombia, Honduras,
and Venezuela, and 50 percent in Chile, Jamaica, and Panamá. With
the exception of Mexico, none of these countries experienced massive
labor emigration towards the United States in the past twenty years,
which apparently does not support the view of migration as a direct
result of poverty (Grindle, 1986:113).

At the regional level, there is evidence that contradicts the
assumption of direct association between poverty and emigration
towards countries with higher wages and income. For instance, in the
case of Mexico, if one is to follow the theory, the main flows of Mexican
immigrants to the United States should originate from the states of
Oaxaca, Chiapas, Hidalgo, and Puebla, which historically has not been
the case. (Hernández-Laos, 1984:155-192; Osuna Castelán, 1990: 5-35;
Murphy and Stepick, 1984).  The southern states of Oaxaca and Chiapas
have been the two most deprived regions in the history of Mexico, and
until the mid-1960s there was no significant U.S.-bound migration from
Oaxaca or Chiapas. Since the late sixties, however, Oaxacans began
migrating toward Mexico´s northwest and to the southwestern United
States, particularly to California. As a result, Oaxaca is now seen as a
“new” sending area in Mexico. As for the neighboring state of Chiapas,
in spite of high poverty levels, low income, and lack of employment
(very similar to those in Oaxaca), no significant emigration toward the
U.S. has taken place. Furthermore, Butterwoth´s case study in Oaxaca
shows that internal migration from several  rural communities is
strongly related with the peasants´ relative level of well-being. He finds
a strong relationship between migration and economic resources
available in households; different levels of resources result in distinct
patterns of migration: the wealthier, better educated, and Spanish-
speaking peasants tend to emigrate more than the poorer, illiterate
peasants (Butterwoth, 1975 and 1977:129-139).

 If wage and income differentials are deemed as relevant theoretical
concepts to explain migration, then they seem to fail to provide
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arguments as to why, inspite of such huge differentials, the number of
migrants is not larger or smaller at any particular time, even as
differentials widen.

THE ROLE OF UNEMPLOYMENT IN SENDING COUNTRIES

Another set of studies in the push-pull tradition focuses on
unemployment and underemployment in sending and receiving
nations. Gregory argues that unemployment is usually related to high
rates of population growth in developing nations, and it is hypothesized
that it leads to an expansion of the labor force growing at a higher rate
than employment (Gregory, 1991:53). This expanding labor force
depresses wages and fosters open underemployment, which in turn
pushes many workers to low-wage occupations in the secondary labor
market. Thus, unemployment and underemployment increase the wage
differential, and according to the theory, they increase the propensity
to emigrate either legally or illegaly.1

There is no clear evidence, however, that unemployment is directly
and significantly related to emigration. For one thing, empirical
evidence shows that unemployment is low among groups of migrants.
Most illegal and legal migrants have a job in their home country before
leaving, while legal migrants tend to migrate once they have secured a
job. Migrant workers tend to be employed before migrating, and this

1 In the case of rural-urban migration in developing countries, basically internal
migration is explained by the impact of employment-unemployment ratios. For a
more elaborated model, see John R. Harris and Michael P. Todaro  ( 1970:126-142).
In his previous work Todaro explained rural migration from a microeconomic
decision model, in which a migrant will move to the city even if he does not find a
job. The driving force in the explanation is the migrant´s expected wage in the city -
which has to be expected large enough to decide to move- is based on availability of
accurate information about wages and jobs in destination areas. See Michael P.
Todaro  (1969:1138-148).
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seems to be so in the cases of Turks in Germany, Mexicans in the United
States, and Bolivians in Argentina. As Bustamante, Zazueta and García
y Griego, and CONEPO show,  the high rate of employment among
migrants before they leave,  leads to the argument that unemployment
in the sending areas alone is not directly related to emigration
propensity (Bustamante, 1979:142; Zazueta and García y Griego, 1982;
Penninx,  1982: 781-815; Consejo Nacional de Población, 1986). Despite
huge numbers of unemployed workers in sending countries, emigration
in most cases comes from specific socio-economic groups. In addition,
only a limited number of people leave, and those who leave are not
necessarily an accurate representation of the unemployed population
nor of every region with high unemployment rates.

Another theoretical shortcoming in the approach is the failure to
explain why the excess labor supply in home countries does not
automatically lead to massive migration streams from all over the
country. The employment/unemployment ratio does not explain why
the size or magnitude of migration flows from sending nations is not
correlated with labor surplus and the high unemployment rate.

Jenkins tests the hypothesis in an examination of economic
opportunities in U.S. agriculture, measured by wages and levels of
farm employment as pull factors for both legal and illegal immigration
from Mexico for the period 1948-1972, and by wages and levels of
employment in Mexican agriculture as push factors. The results show
that agricultural wages and the level of farm employment in the U.S.
alone were negatively related to legal and illegal immigration. Instead,
capital investment and agricultural productivity had a relatively
powerful pull effect on Mexican immigration (Jenkins, 1977:178-189).
Jenkins´ study suggests that Mexican peasants might have responded
more to push factors in Mexican agriculture than to weak pull factors
found in U.S. agriculture during the period studied. Nevertheless,
though the study reports statistical relationships, little is said beyond
this description about how push factors operate on prospective
migrants, or other specific economic forces enhancing migration.

From the pull side, people immigrate even when the receiving
country experiences serious economic crisis such as economic recession
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and high unemployment rates. Economic recession and high
unemployment rates in the United States during the 1980s did not deter
inflows of labor migrants, nor did the oil crisis and economic recession
in the early 1970s in Western European countries lead to a decrease of
legal/illegal immigration. If the existence of employment in receiving
countries alone is in fact an attraction factor pulling migrants, economic
recession and rampant unemployment in destination areas should
translate into a reduction of immigration flows by decreasing the
economic appeal in destination areas. Fluctuations in the level of
employment and economic cycles in receiving countries should reflect
quite similar patterns in migration inflows.

ECONOMIC GROWTH AND MIGRATION IN SENDING COUNTRIES

Another major factor in explaining migration in the same pull-push
perspective from a macroeconomic stand point is the lack of economic
growth in sending countries. An economy growing modestly or not
growing at all can not provide enough employment opportunities for
a fast growing labor force. Hence, it is very difficult to provide for better
living standards.

Nevertheless, migration also takes place during periods of rapid
economic growth and rising income in developing countries. One
reason for this is that economic growth is an uneven process which
does not take place homogeneously, neither in time nor in space. A
common feature of economic growth is that it is shaped by the
concentration of capital and investments in particular regions or cities,
and/or in specific economic sectors or activities, as was noted by Jenkins
(Harvey, 1985; Aydalot, 1980; Lipietz, 1977; Trotsky, 1983). While some
regions may experience an economic “boom” or a significant growth
rate, the rest of the country may well be economically depressed or
growing at a slower pace.

The expectations of better opportunities in a growing region is the
driving force that lead people to migrate internally from poor or
depressed areas to another region within the country or elsewhere.
The evidence shows that economic growth can also foster labor
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emigration. The case of Southeast Asia shows that significant
emigration takes place despite economic growth, which is evident in
the cases of Asia´s four tigers -Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and
South Korea (Sassen-Koob, 1988: chapter four). The case of Mexico also
seems to support this claim. For example, Mexico´s Gross Domestic
Product had been growing consistently by about 5 percent annually
for almost fifty years from the early 1930s to the early 1980s.
Furthermore, during the early 1970s, the Gross National Product ranged
between 4.2 and 7.5 percent and it did not stop or reduce both legal
and illegal immigration to the U.S. Rather, the number of immigrants
increased during that decade. Moreover,  between 1960 and 1980, the
per capita income in Mexico grew at an average rate of 3.7 percent
as compared to 2.2 percent in the United State (Sassen-Koob,
1990:373-374).

Several arguments may explain this situation. First, that not all the
labor force will have an equal employment opportunity and get an
income that enables workers to meet their basic needs. The benefits of
economic growth are not equally distributed across social groups, nor
across all regions in the same country. In fact, one of the most serious
challenges for developing nations is the promotion of economic growth,
creation of well-paid jobs, as well as distribution of income, especially
in impoverished areas.

Second, particularly countries with export-oriented manufacturing
industries have created employment opportunities for young women,
attracting rural and urban female workers. This already predominantly
female manufacturing sector has changed the composition of the labor
market by introducing this “new” labor force. Saskia Sassen-Koob
shows that in the Caribbean, Mexico, and Asia, male workers have
found themselves “displaced” from manufacturing jobs by young
women, at least during the first stages of this export-led manufacturing
growth (Sassen-Koob, 1988: 107-110). In turn, an increase of an urban
labor-pool tends to depress wages, leading the displaced males to
contemplate international migration as an alternative.

Therefore, one may conclude that economic growth may lead to
the same outcomes described earlier with regard to wages and
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unemployment and their relationship to emigration. Wage differentials
and high unemployment rates in sending nations, as well as migration,
are also a consequence of economic growth, rather than a unique result
of economic failure or backwardness.

AGRICULTURE AND MIGRATION

Internal and international migration in Latin America as a consequence
of economic backwardness in agriculture, have received much attention,
and in most analysis impoverished peasants are the major source of
emigration. Singer contends that rural-urban migration stems from two
types of push factors operating in agriculture: factors of change and
factors of stagnation (Singer,  1970: 34).

Factors of change are the disruptive effects resulting from the
penetration of capitalist production relations in rural areas. These factors
lead to the transformation of traditional and subsistence agriculture
into a capitalist-oriented production (Singer,  1970: 35) The concen-
tration of productive land in a small number of producers and the
introduction of new technologies and mechanization transform the
agricultural sector into a less labor-intensive activity, “freeing” the labor
force. In Chile, for example, it was estimated that in the early 1970s
each tractor replaced about three workers. Furthermore, in Colombia
and Venezuela, four workers were similarly replaced; by 1982 it was
estimated that in the region of Tucumán, Argentina, 130 harvesting
machines replaced approximately 7,800 harvesting workers, a pattern
that took place all over Latin America, particularly since the 1960s when
the Green Revolution came into being (Grindle, 1986:93; Benecia y Forni,
1986:60).2 Consequently, peasants face diminishing employment

2 It should be noted that in some cases mechanization resulted in the expansion of
agricultural frontier and the potential creation of increases in rural employment,
but mostly on temporary basis, which did not alleviate rural unemployment in the
long run.
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opportunities, finding themselves landless and without the previous
advantage of subsistence production.

Stagnation factors, on the other hand, consist in demographic
pressure over land, which becomes more limited either because there
is “insufficient” productive land to meet peasants´ needs or because
there is an increase in concentration of land holdings (Singer, 1970: 36).

Theories that focus on change and stagnation as push factors in
rural areas, contend that these elements lead to emigration of significant
number of peasants. However, the relationship between factors of
change as a consequence of new capitalist relations of production on
the one hand, and emigration on the other is not an automatic cause-
effect relation. Labor surplus does not necessarily translate into
emigration, and not all landless and/or unemployed peasants will
emigrate. Furthermore, studies on emigration focusing on rural regions
tend to overlook the fact that not all population in rural areas is directly
related to agricultural production. Empirical evidence from Mexico and
other Latin American countries confirms that this is the case. A study
on Panama reports that peasant families engage in thirty-nine different
non-agricultural occupations to generate or supplement their income
(Grindle, 1986:127).3 Another study on 28 rural communities in the
western state of Jalisco, Mexico, a traditional area of emigration to the
United States, informs us that 71 percent of those who emigrated to
Zamora in Michoacan had non-agricultural occupations in their towns
of origin, and that the majority maintained the same occupation in the
city (Winnie Jr. ,1984). The Balán, Browning, and Jelin study in
Monterrey also finds evidence supporting the assertion that not all
migrants coming from rural areas have been employed in agriculture
(Balán, Browning and Jelin, 1978).

3 However, this does not imply that by diversifying occupations households may
actually meet their needs. It just shows that other strategies may take place as
survival alternatives.
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Families can engage in different and complementary economic
activities which may or may not provide sufficient resources to meet
their needs as an alternative to emigration. In many cases, migration
may be the last alternative when all other alternatives have failed, but
it can also be only one among several other survival strategies which
may take place at different periods of time, depending on the family
life cycle.4

Empirical evidence shows that wage differentials or economic
backwardness, and unemployment or lack of economic growth as
analytical categories are poor predictors of international migration.
Massive migration to Western Europe and toward the United States
demonstrates that migrants do not necessarily come from the poorest
countries of the world, and that economic differentials per se are not
sufficient to account for the origins of migration flows. As Massey,
Alarcón, Durand, and González contend, neither pull nor push
conditions alone are sufficient to set migration flows in motion; rather,
the particular interaction between the two, under particular
circumstances and during a given historical moment, is what might
result in migration (Massey, Alarcón, Durand, and González, 1987:4).

The overestimation of existing economic differentials has left
unanswered questions, such as why countries with the lowest per capita
income, and therefore the highest income differentials, as well as with
high unemployment rates and large labor surplus are not among the

4 There is a dynamic relationship between the household survival strategies, its life
cycle and change in the economic and social environment. Focusing on the
household or the external conditions alone as separate units of analysis will certainly
obscure the understanding of migration. When the explanation of migration rests
on households it tends to overlook the influence of contextual factors, and by looking
at the latter, the behavior of migrants is viewed as overdetermined by
macrostructural conditions. For a view on role of households as a social group and
its survival strategies see Charles H. Wood (1981:338-342).
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main migrant-sender countries. It has also failed to explain why
particular emigration flows started to develop when they did, not before
or after, even though economic gaps among countries existed. Other
critical issues that this approach fails to answer are:  Why is it that only
a limited number of individual emigrates, despite the fact that
thousands more in the same region or country find themselves in a
similar economic situation?  Why is not the size of emigration flows
larger then it actually is? What accounts for the differences in  behavior
between those willing to emigrate and those who stay? Why do
emigration flows originate from well-identified areas (and not from
others under similar or worse circumstances), and why is their
destination clearly defined in many cases?

Another criticism of this theory is that the models and variables are
defined post factum, that is, explaining migration after they have
occurred, therefore showing little ability in predicting further flows
(Portes and Rumbaut, 1990:223-225; Arizpe, 1978; Boyd, 1989: 638-669;
Bach and Schraml, 1982: 320-340). Furthermore, the focus is on
macroeconomic causes of emigration, and individuals are analyzed as
mere objects of study whose behavior follows forces beyond their
control. Individuals are conceived of as if they have no ability to
influence and change their social and economic environment. From
this perspective, migration flows will be determined by contextual and
structural factors beyond the individuals capacity to shape their destiny.
In the view of microeconomic models of migration in the push-pull
tradition, migrants behave as individuals who in theory can perceive
clearly and esstimate accurately the costs and benefits involved in the
prospect of emigrating. Calculations of costs and benefits lead
individuals to decide whether to emigrate or not, and it leads them to
respond in an adaptive mode to changes determined by macro-structural
factors. These microeconomic models assume that each prospective
migrant estimates a subjective function of costs and benefits,
constrained only by the level of information about migration  costs. Thus,
individual decision-making constitutes the basic unit of analysis and
the main source of explanation of migratory streams, isolating indivi-
duals from other social forces that might influence their decisions.
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THE LABOR-RECRUITMENT APPROACH

Given the limitations of the push-pull or economic-gaps approach, M.J.
Piore has presented an alternative framework concerning the origins
of migration flows. His central contention is that labor recruitment is
the pivotal strategic factor initiating migration streams, mainly as a
response to labor shortages in developed nations and in the oil-
exporting countries. Instead of focusing on income and wage gaps,
Piore´s approach deliberately excludes them from the analysis, and
looks at employers´ recruitment patterns as the central piece of
explanation. Since foreign labor recruitment patterns have been initiated
by employers, what needs to be addressed is the role of employers in
receiving countries be it Government´s or other official authorities,
acting by means of bilateral or unilateral initiatives; employers, acting
directly without governmental auspices; or both employers and
government agents acting together. Piore writes that:

These recruitment activities seem to explain both the timing
of particular migration movements and the particular areas
between which migrant flows develop. Recruitment is the
key to the seeming paradoxes of migration processes; it
explains why one region develops significant out-migration,
and another essentially comparable in terms of income,
transportation costs, culture, and labor force, never does so...
(Piore, 1979: 24. Emphasis added).

Empirical evidence from Western Europe seems to support Piore´s
claims on the key role of employers´ foreign labor force recruitment
during the twentieth century, and particularly after the World War II.5

5 Forced labour recruitment is not part of this analysis, basically because in such
cases the existence of economic and social differences play no active role as economic
“incentives” for recruited workers. Since most “push-pull” analyses rest on their
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European countries experienced labor shortages as a result of a
combination of factors, such as a European-wide economic boom in
the late 1950s and early 1960s, a low fertility rate during the 1930s,
and a high mortality rate during the Second World War. In the 1960s,
Western Europe imported over 12 million migrants from North Africa,
Yugoslavia, Greece, Southern Italy, and Turkey as an alternative to
cope with labor shortages (Miller and Martin, 1982). Most of foreign
labor recruitment in the postwar period took place through bilateral
labor treaties between sending and receiving nations.

One example of these agreements is the case of Turkish labor
emigration to the Federal Republic of Germany (hereafter referred to
only as Germany). Turkish emigration to Germany was formally
initiated when the two countries signed a bilateral treaty in October
1961, which allowed Turkish workers to be employed in Germany on
the basis of a guest-worker program. Recruited workers were granted
a one-year work permit for a specific job in a particular firm, and they
were expected to return home one their contracts had expired. There
was no previous migratory experience of Turkish workers in Germany
until this binational labor accord was put into practice. (Miller, 1981:9).

The German-Turkish binational agreement was only one among
many bilateral agreements that were signed further agreements with
Greece, Spain, Turkey, Morocco, Portugal, and Tunisia between 1960
and 1965 alone, and in 1968 signed an agreement with Yugoslavia. In
1948 Switzerland signed similar agreements with Italy, and with Spain
in 1964 while renegotiating its 1948 treaty with Italy. France signed
agreements with Spain in 1961; Morocco and Tunisia in 1963; Turkey

assumptions on economic differentials as motivation to migrate, forced labour does
not fit the framework. Workers from colonized countries were either forced to move
to certain areas of their own country where labor was needed by colonizers, or they
were taken overseas as source of cheap labor. Given that workers migrated against
their will, the analysis of economic incentives to migrate in these cases is pointless.
See Abebe Zegeye and Shubi Ishemo, ed. (1989).
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in 1965; and Portugal in 1971 (Miller, 1981:9). It should be pointed out,
however, that of all these governments-sponsored labor agreements,
only the Turkish agreement gave rise to new migration flows. In most
cases, foreign labor recruitment based on bilateral agreements enhanced
and helped to maintain existing international migration flows, rather
than originating new ones, i.e. Italian migrants in France.

The case of Algerian labor migration to France goes back to the pre-
First World War when mainland employers recruited Algerian labor,
particularly Muslim workers from the region of Kabylia. During the
First World War, France continued to recruit Algerian workers in order
to replace French workers who had been drafted into the army (Garson,
1992:81-83). This first Algerian migration, unlike many other
contemporary migration flows towards France, was induced by the
employers´ direct recruitment without the existence of labor agreements
given that during that period Algeria was considered as part of France.

Other studies from non-European nations also provide evidence that
some international migration streams are originated by the employers´
direct recruitment in out-migration countries, as in the comparative
study on migration from two neighboring villages in North-East
Thailand. One village (Chiang Wae) had the highest emigration rate
while the other (Ban Siap) had very low migration experience; although
both villages have depended on agriculture and both towns are self-
sufficient in agriculture production, only the former had developed
emigration flows towards other regions in the country and to the Middle
East (Singhanetra-Renard, 1992:191-192). One of the main factors
accounting for such different emigration patterns in spite of social and
economical similarities, stems from the fact that villagers from Chiang
Wae were initially recruited by a U.S. construction company building
military facilities in the country, while no recruiting took place in Ban
Siap. Massive  emigration of Thai workers to the Middle-East countries
began in the mid-seventies, when United States and other foreign
construction companies located in Thailand moved to the Gulf States
once the U.S.A. military presence ended in Thailand. Companies that
were granted building contracts in the Middle East relocated their
operations there.
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Employers often recruited foreign labor based on ethnicity as the
selection criteria. Thailand and many other Asian countries were
targeted by the Gulf Nations as an alternative to Arab workers,
particularly Palestinians, Iranians, and Iraqis, who have been
traditionally seen as a serious threat to the political stability of host
nations. 6

Construction companies that had formerly worked in Thailand
turned to their former Thai employees as a source of labor. In the mid-
1970s Thai international migration was virtually non-existent; in 1976,
the first Thai worker was recruited by a U.S. company to work in
Bahrain and then in Saudi Arabia. By 1986, Thai migrants were found
in 26 countries as a consequence of increased recruitment of Thai
workers to go overseas (Singhanetra-Renard, 1992:193). In 1981, the
number of Thai Workers in the Middle East  was about 159,000 and it
increased to about 230,000 in 1986; 80 percent of them were employed
in Saudi Arabia at the time.

International recruitment agents and Thai government´s  own
agencies soured since the late 1970, thereby competing with each other
to control the demand of foreign labor in Middle East  and other Asian
countries. Meanwhile, no international migration having originated
from Ban Siap had been reported. Unlike villagers from Ban Siap, people
from Chiang Wae had the opportunity to make contact with other
regional migration streams in Thailand and with foreign companies,
which in turn gave them the links and information about the
possibilities of working abroad.

In sum, under conditions of labor shortages, nations commonly face
the following options to cope with it: they can substitute capital for
labor; they can adjust the product mix, thus, employers would

6 The change in the demographic composition and origin of labour migrants in the
Persian Gulf States as a result of political and ideological cleavages are discussed
in Myron Weiner ( 1982:1-36); Sharon Stanton Russell (1989:24-47).
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concentrate on products that lend themselves best to automated
production and stop producing those that do not; they can rely on other
sources of labor, such as retired persons, married women, or non-
working women; they can subcontract a part of their operations within
their country or overseas, and finally, their employers can relocate their
firms abroad.

These possibilities exist as alternatives to foreign labor, and they
imply that coping with labor shortages by means of foreign labor
recruitment may be useful in some cases. Empirical evidence helps to
better illustrate the point. The Swiss case in the 1940s is a clear example
of how employers adjust to labor shortages under governmental
restricted access to foreign labor. Since 1973-1974, Swiss authorities
have permitted only a limited number of foreign workers to enter the
country regardless of what employers´ needs for labor might have been.
Current conditions are not as flexible as they were in the 1940s. The
current policy has influenced employers in very different ways.
Employers have gone through several adjustment strategies given that
they cannot rely so freely on foreign labor. A study carried out during
the 1970s shows that 42 percent of the industries surveyed (n=250)
had adjusted by substituting capital for labor as a response to labor
shortages; 26 percent opted for investing abroad; 14 percent decided
subcontracting abroad; and 10 percent subcontracted with other Swiss
companies (Maillat, Jeanrenaud and Widmer, 1978: 733-736).

In the 1950s and the 1960s Japan also experienced labor shortages
comparable to those in Western Europe, but since the Japanese rejected
the alternative of importing Korean workers as they did in the 1930s,
the result was that many labor-intensive Japanese industries moved
to Korea (Weiner, 1990:142).

The labor recruitment approach tends to overemphasize employers´
needs as the driving “pull” force originating migration flows, while
conditions in migrant-sending countries constitute a passive factor.
Labor recruitment as an explanation of the origins of migration
represents a theoretical improvement over the push-supply and pull-
demand framework, since it provides a specific historic mechanism to
explain migration flows. It also explains differences in migration
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patterns among countries and regions with similar push and pull forces
acting on them, and it also points at the origin of the flows. 7

MIGRATION AS SOCIAL PROCESS

The problem with conventional approaches to international migration,
according to Portes´ argument, is that “...these descriptions of the
origins of immigration are not necessarily inaccurate, nor entirely
useless”, but “are... theoretically incomplete...” (Portes, 1983:72). One
could add here that their limitations call for a far more comprehensive
and elaborated theory of international migration.

Recent research in the field attempts to integrate a variety of
approaches into a single framework that is informed by traditional
perspectives, i.e. push-pull theory, labor recruitment, historical-
structural approaches, as well as developments on the perspective of
the global economy, social and migration networks, and linkages
between sending and receiving nations. The emerging approach of
international migration is guided by the concept of Migration Systems,
which focuses its attention to both ends of migration flows (Kritz and
Zlotnik, 1992,  in Kritz et. al. 1992:1-3).

This view holds that sending and receiving areas should be analyzed
as two components of the migration system, and which interrelated
by a complex set of linkages: state to state relations (trade and financial
flows, immigration and emigration policies, complementary of labor
supply and demand; family and personal networks (remittance flows,
family obligations, community solidarity, information); migrant agency
activities (job recruitment, regulations governing the migration process,
contracts with migrant workers); and mass culture connections
(international media dissemination, societal acceptance of migrants,

7 The role of labor recruitment as explanation of the origins of migration has been
subjected to severe scrutiny. However, critics of Piore´s proposal very often overlook
the limitations pointed out by Piore himself. See for instance  the critique by Portes
(1983:73).
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cultural similarity, assimilation) (Fawcett, 1989:673-675; Fawcett and
Arnold,  1987:457).

This emerging approach sees migration primarily as a social process
rather than a process that results from isolated individual actions. The
explanations of migration flows focus on individuals as member of a
larger social structure, i.e. family and households, which are
influenced by macroeconomic factors. Fawcett and Arnold argue that
the focus on migration as a social process attempts to avoid the
previous theoretical fragmentation of the study of migration, where
individual behavior was perceived as atomistic. (Fawcett and Arnold,
1987:455-456).

This approach conceives migration as a dynamic process that takes
place over time, within which distinct intervening variables may play
a role in its different stages, which in turn may influence the flows by
shifts in the direction, the size, composition, and volume of migration.
Further, the historical perspective on migration flows in this framework
allows for the identification of interactions between migration flows
and structural conditions in both sending and receiving countries
affecting migration.

One of the central propositions of the migration system approach is
that international migration originates in structural transformations
taking place in sending and receiving countries. (Massey, et al., 1987:5).
Economic and social differences at both ends of the migration flow are
necessary conditions for the existence of labor migration across
international borders. It is necessary that workers are willing and able
to emigrate, and that employers and countries are willing to accept
them at least on a temporary basis -as legal or undocumented migrants-
and of course, it is important that wage and income gaps exist.

However, these conditions alone are not able to explain international
migration. While previous approaches relied basically on the economic
necessary preconditions as causes of migration, they failed to provide
an accurate answer; this due to the fact that, although those conditions
are necessary, they are not sufficient to explain migration movements
(Böhning, 1984:35). Therefore, economic factors condition the flows,
but are not the causes of labor migration.
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The analysis of migration as a social process is guided by variables
such as the dynamics of emerging and mature migration networks, and
the social and cultural ties between sending and receiving communities,
which in turn creates “daughter” communities in the receiving country.
Migration networks develop social institutions among migrants
—sociedades mutualistas, recreational clubs, committees that organize
religious celebrations in their hometowns— that strengthen social ties
between sending and receiving regions, while sustaining a permanent
flow of migration. The perspective of migration as a social process also
takes into account the role of individuals in households and families,
as well as their relationships with migration networks in the community
as a means to understand and explain international migration. The
concept of migration networks, and the role of families and households
as explanatory variables of migration provide additional insights on
how migration flows are sustained across time.

MIGRATION NETWORKS

Empirical observation on international migration flows demonstrate
that once the movement of people begins, it develops a social infrastruc-
ture that enables further massive migration. (Massey, et al., 1987:5).
Migration networks develop social ties linking certain sending
communities with particular areas of destination in host societies. They
play an important role in international migration because they operate
as channels of information and resources, providing short-term
assistance, and influencing the selection of destination and origin sites, as
well as self-selection of migrants by reducing migration costs and risks.

The most common relationships among migration networks are
based on kinship, friendship, and paisanaje.8 Migration networks play

8 These relationships are not strictly pre-determined; their functions may change
over time, their relevance is not homogeneous among ethnic groups in different
cultural environments, and they can also be influenced by political or economic
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a relevant role in regional and individual selectivity, and in many
instances explain why individuals in regions under similar economic
and social conditions show different patterns associated to migration.
The case of Turkish migration to Germany in the previous section serves
to illustrate the point.

Policy factors play a role in the regional selectivity of migrants from
some areas rather than others. Policies aiming at single-male migrants,
between certain ages, with particular skills or for specific types of jobs
-industrial, agricultural, or service- may tend to enhance emigration
from certain areas. For example, the Turkish government gave priority
to groups from the areas characterized as being in need of development,
and the government also favored emigration from regions where it
had implemented the Village Development Co-operatives Program
(Wilpert,  in Kritz et. al., 1992:177-189). The government also
encouraged emigration to Germany from the flooded and earthquake
areas as a means to alleviate an aggravated social need. However, such
regional selectivity does not address the issue of who is more likely to
emigrate and who is not, and why.

Distinct migration patterns are also observed within ethnic groups:
while Kurdish people from Yeniköy, for example, did not develop
significant migration networks to Germany, the Kurds from the Eastern
province of Erzurum created an extensive migration network between
Erzurum and the German city of Baden-Württemberg (Wilpert,  in Kritz
et. al., 1992:177-189). These dissimilar migration networks show that
migration patterns change from one village to another, from one social
groups to another, and even within the same ethnic group. Although
particular migration networks may take different forms in different

factors. Paisanaje refers to individuals with a common origin, coming from the same
community or village. See Massey, et. al. (1987:140-141), and Harvey M. Choldin,
(1973:163-176).
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societies or ethnic groups, it is possible to draw generalizations about
the origins and maturation of migration flows, and their role in
enhancing or preventing migration.

Social and migration networks determine, to a certain extent what
regions or areas are more likely to begin migration flows, what
individuals may be involved in the process, and also which destinations
areas are more likely to receive migrants from certain origins and
maintain a permanent flow of migration. In many instances, the
network also determines the type of job to be occupied by newcomers.
In many cases poor occupational position of members of the network
is a consequence of the limited resources and relationships of the
network. New migrants relying on a network of workers employed in
marginal jobs may tend to increase concentration of migrants in the
same positions, at least while migrants adapt to the new environment,
as Gurak and Caces find in the case of Filipino migrants to Hawaii,
and in Portes´ study of Dominicans in New York (Gurak and Caces,
1992:155; Portes and Sensenbrenner,  1993:1320-1350). However, this
need not be necessarily the case of networks with limited resources.
Goldring provides evidence that migrants whose first jobs were in a
marginal position have managed to move out to different occupations,
or leave the secondary labor market and move upward. In any event,
migration networks have a significant influence in determining the
migrants insertion in the labor market, depending on networks´
resources, degree of commitment of members involved, and
development of the network. 9

9 Although networks are important, one should not disregard that migrants
incorporation into the labor market is influenced by migrants´ skills, whether they
speak the language or not, level of education and their legal status. In order to avoid
simplistic generalizations, a word of caution should be said: on the one hand, Portes
and Böröcz´s position that migrants incorporation is determined to an extent  by
what they call “contexts of reception”, namely a hostile environment of reception
will push migrants to work  in very a disadvantageous situation, providing little
opportunities of occupational mobility. On the other, Goldring´s argument is that it
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FAMILIES AND HOUSEHOLDS

As international migration becomes more accessible and as networks
perform the role of sustaining the flows, migration will be an alternative
that shall increasingly adopted by families and households. The
analysis of migration as a social process focuses its attention on the
individual —current or potential migrant— as a member of family or a
household.

The social process approach views the family as a central unit of
analysis, in which individuals play specific roles (Boyd, 1989:642).
Studies have shown that the decision to migrate is not a decision taken
by the migrants alone, but is a result of the conditions and structure of
the household unit (Pessar, 1982:343-362). As a sustenance unit,
households shape motivations and propensity  to emigrate depending
on the availability of resources, age, and sex of household members,
and the stage of the family life-cycle. Households with few adults are
less likely to engage in migration because there might be fewer
“candidates” to emigrate. Conversely, households with many
dependent children have shown to be less likely to participate in
migration when the income-generating capacity is very low for
members who would be left behind (Pessar, 1982:343-362).

The household, defined as a co-resident group which ensures its
maintenance and reproduction by generating and allocating a common
pool of resources, organizes different strategies of survival, with
migration being one of them.

is not necessarily the case  and that Portes and Böröcz conceive migrants as passive
agents, without making distinctions among different groups of the same nationality
or ethnic origin. While they find evidence on “contexts of receptions” in the case of
illegal Jamaican and Dominican doctors and dentists in New York and Turkish
translators in Germany, Goldring finds opposing evidence from migrants from
several Mexican communities. This shows some constrains on the role of migration
networks, which varies across different groups. (See Portes and Böröcz, 1989:618-
621; Goldring,  1991).
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Unlike conventional explanations of migration decision-making, the
household is involved as an important factor in deciding whether or
not to engage in migration, and in deciding when and who will
participate in the process.

The role of households can not be overlooked in the study of
international migration because, as Boyd argues, “household survival
mechanisms also show why migration does not always occur...” (Pessar,
1982:365)  and that different survival strategies take place over time.
For instance, predominant male migration from several communities
in Western Mexico illustrates how migration is a changing alternative
at different stages of the family life-cycle. Massey et. al. have found
that

Active migration begins at a high level among young
unmarried men, falls after marriage, rises with the arrival of
children, and then falls again as the children mature and leave
home. In short, over the course of a man´s life cycle, active
migration rises and falls depending on family needs, while
the number with migrant experience steadily grows. By the
end of their life cycle, most men have been to the United
States but are no longer active migrants. (Massey, et
al.1987:200).10

In the communities studied by Massey et al., men had the main
economic role as provider of resources of the household. When
migration appeared as the alternative to follow, the rest of the family
stayed behind under supervision of wives, and relying on the support

10 Similar migration strategies during different stages of the family life cycle are
reported by Lourdes Arizpe in the case of internal migration from two communities
to Mexico City, in Migración, Etnicismo y Cambio Económico.
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of the extended family.11 In the Mexican tradition, women play an
important role as mothers and their function in the household
organization is most of the time related to both biological and social
reproduction.

The discussion in this paper makes clear that currently there is no
general theory to explain all types of migration movements and their
origins, or to explain how they are sustained and how they have
envolved. Empirical evidence shows that wage differentials or economic
backwardness, and unemployment or lack of economic growth as
analytical categories are poor predictors of international migration.

Several approaches have attempted to address specific migration
movements in given periods of time but leave aside different migration
flows which apparently respond to peculiar combinations of economic,
social, and political circumstances not contemplated by particular
frameworks. On one extreme of the theoretical spectrum is the
neoclassical economic approach —in which migrants respond to the
spatial distribution of production factors moving from areas where
capital and economic opportunities are limited to regions with abundant
capital, economic growth and employment opportunities— decisions
stem  from individuals´ rational evaluations of costs and benefits of
migration. On the opposing end are the frameworks based on
assumptions of economic differentials as the sufficient driving force
causing migration streams, as well as approaches focusing on
sociological variables without including economic or political factors.
As it has been recognized by Massey et. al., Fawcett and Arnold, Boyd,
Portes, and Kritz, the challenge in the field of international migration

11 This situation varies across different structures of  household units: in Caribbean
households, males do not provide enough resources to satisfy survival needs, which
resulted in a female-led emigration towards the United States (see Ho, 1993:33-34).
For a case of  male-led emigration which evolved into a female-led migration, see
R.B.M. Korale (1986: 213-234).
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is to develop further studies and theoretical frameworks with the goal
of integrating several approaches into a comprehensive framework,
which in turn could provide a better way of studying and explaining
migratory processes. However, the main implication for immigration
policy-making purposes is the fact that very often the main arguments
are supported on traditional supply-push and demand-pull factors
alone, which in turn are difficult to sustain. The perspective to analyze
migration as a social process constitutes an inclusive effort not to dismiss
or neglect traditional and partial views. Rather, it aims at the integration
of different theoretical developments into a global perspective that
might lead to a comprehensive explanation and understanding of
particular migration processes.

However, neither the push-pull tradition nor the social linkages and
networks approaches address political factors, such as immigration
policies and state to state relations, as intervening variables in the
international migration pictures as a whole. They do not analyze how
political variables might shape the patterns, magnitude, and pace of
international migration flows-both legal or illegal.

The analysis of political variables, -particularly immigration policies-
and how they influence international migration are deemed relevant
for a better understanding and explanation of this phenomenon. The
role of immigration policies in shaping international migration flows,
and the mechanisms and strategies that several receiving countries
have implemented in order to control immigration flows demand
further research.
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