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Definition: MiEratian that results from same sort af compulston ar threat lo well-

lseing or survival, enterging in conditians ranglng-from violent conflict to severe

econamic hardship.

initial11,, the notion of {'orced migration might sei:n-r relativr:ly straightfbr.,va«i,
relerring to ir.istalices of rrigration that are not chosen t-ree11,but are instead thc:

i:orìsequence of colnpulsion.'l'1-re dillìcLrltii iror,r,ever, is in determir.ring rvhat to
count as compulsioir, and a signifìc;ìflt amount of scholariy el{ort has l,een

Jer,oted ìn receut years to clarification - and extension - ol the lbrced rnigration
.orlcept [see Castles 2003a). One result is t]rat many rnigration scholars no longer
believe that a conventionai dichotonil'' betrveen economic migrants ancl refugees
js cogerìt or persuasive.'Economic rnigration', rather than being entìre1y volrrn-
lary, is :in marv instances better understood as rooted in compuision of .,,arious

-rorts - r.s1reciall1' r'r,hen thr: economic deprir,:rtiorr that constitutes its proximate
iause is rootecl in c1r:eper socio-ecoromic structurc's that are cleterminecl lrrimarily
iry the decisions ancl ectivities of states, corporatior.ls and inciividuais elservhere

i e. g. in rvealthier countriesJ . À range of factors - perh aps ìncluding environ men tal

.liffir:ulties [particularl.v gloh:r1 lvarming] ancl der,eioprrent initiatir.es - can rnake

ihr: notion oF cornpulsion rek:',,ant beyr:nd the ollvious càtegory o{t rei'ugees lÌce-
rng pcrsecution alid violent political con{ìicts. lnstead of a binary c'rppositiou

betr'i,een refugr:r:s ancl econornic migrants, thcn, rr'e e:ur percr'i\'. ,r cont.inur;nl
ivherein conrpulsior-r plays a greater role in sorne migratior-r l']orvs and a iesser role
rn others ['lìrrton 2003; Richmoncl 1994].

'['he arr:hetypical instance of fbrced migration is displar:ement or refirgee flc'ilvs

rrising liom violent conflicts, persecution ancl/or deliberate erpulsion. '\4igrants'

.r'r. sometirnes cre.ated at the point of a gun or a cluster-tromb, and such instarces

ì.em clear'-cut gilen the obvious pe rsecutiou that ir.rduces people to leave. Eveir so,

.ir essential element of many refugees' siiuations often remains implicit [thougl-r
:rot in Zolberg et ai. 19S9, on r,r,hich the lollorving point is hasecll. In sonre cases,

:.eir-rgees cor-rl,l avoid persecution or erpulsion h,v submitting to the clematrds oi'

:l'reir persecutors, e.€i. to convert to a diffì:rent religion or to cease engaging ir i.'r-
:.rin lorms olt politir:al activit5r. The olrservatiot is both analytical end nornrativr:
irodern llotions of freeclom of religiol and conscience iJictate tliat irrdividuals

:noulcl not have to change their relig:ion or refì'ain frorn political activitli and per-

:icrltìon on these grotrnds is a gral.e violation of hr-unan rigl-rts. 'fhe point, then, is

.impiy that the concept of lorced migration is more compl,icated than it otherlvise



appears: some refugees are forced out in part because of their 'voluntary' insistence
on exercising their human rights. Emphasizing this element of the analysis is useful
insofar as it facilitates arguments favouring extension of the bases on which refugee
claims should be recognized: for example, one should not have to refrain from
expressing one's (homo)sexuality in order to avoid persecution, and individuals
persecuted on this basis should have their asyium claims accepted.

Refugees are at one end of the 'forced vs. voluntary' continuum. It is more dif-
ffcult to find a term that effectively captures the experience of migrants at the
other end;l 'economic migration' is a term that arguably hides more than it reveais,
particulady in its implication that such migràtiont is entirely voluntary. Some
people choose migration as a strategy for improving their lives in economic terms
without facing a signiffcant challenge to theif prospects for survival. In other
instances, howeve4 individuals encounter a challenge significant enough to make
the 'forced migration' concept at least potentially relevant. Bacon (2008] describes
t}re situation of corn farmers in Oaxaca, whose livelihoods were threatened by
adoption of the North American Free Thade Agreement (NAFTAJ, which elimi
nated Mexican corn subsidiei and opened the market to competition from corn
produced in the USA by large-scale mechanized and government-subsidized
methods. These farmers, unable to get a sufftcient price for their produce to enable
them to feed themselves and their families, effectively had no option other than
migration (though Bacon is perhaps iess successful in making the case that they
had no option other than migration to the LJS): their migration was forced in the
sense that they faced a strong hkehhood of death by starvation, equivalent in
essential ways to the prospect of death at the hands of soldiers or a militia.

In some instances, howeveq, it is more difficuit to reach such a ciear conclusion.
Some migrants leave because of challenges that are significant but less severe: one
faces a dramatic decline in one's standard of living, not death. Is migration in such
instances forced? The answer one gives likely depends in part on one's more gen-
eral attitude to migration, and in particular on the conditions under which a par-
ticular destination country can be deemed to have an obligation to admit
prospective migrants. When it is possible to establish the kind of causal chain
described for Oaxacan corn farmers as above, then when they succeed in gaining
entry to the USA it is arguably reasonable to describe their migration as forced,
even if they had another option, i.e., of 'merely' becoming impoverished (as

against outright starvation). The argument, not always stated quite so nakedly, is
that powerful forces in the US are responsible for their displacement, and so the
US has an obligation to accept them as immigrants.

The central question here thus seems to be: how restricted or undesirable must
one's options be to justifii the conclusion that it is reasonable for someone to reject
those options and choose migrationT The words 'reject' and 'choose' imply agency,

not compulsion - but if forced migration is to have any scope beyond instances
where the alternative is death, then the conceptual determination depends heavily
on this judgement of reasonableness. One might perceive an affìnity here with the
point made above about insisting on exercising one's human rights: perhaps people
should not have to suffer dramatic declines in their standard of living as the price



that goes r,r,ith remaining in their cor.nmurrity, r:f origin. Therc is uncloubteclly a

d:itferer-rce insofar as ei:onomic compulsion often cloes trot inrrolr,e a persr:ctititlg

:ìgent - but the socio-economic processes lead,ing to inrpoverishmett are iìot

tlnays mysterious or ineluctahie [and sometimes eten hat,e icientifiablc agents,l.

Alternetive11,, some might take the vierv that impoverishmettt is sorneLinìrrs iue\-ì-

talrL: ancl inclìr,idr,rels should mal<e the best of thirgs rn,here they are, rathetr tliarr

seeking to impose intmigration on ,t coulltr.r t1-rat doesr-r't lvant it
In an1, event, decisions about applicabilit-v of thìs corrcept turil on tiris intscap-

aL:,13' irormative judgemenl - and it is stlreil' bctter to nrake that jrrdgement explicit

ihan to lear.e it hidden. Again, r,r,hen migration is iescrihed as ftrrcecl, one implica-

r.i6p is that destination countr-ies ought to accept the n.rigrants [as r.vith relugecs iir

it conventiollal sense).'fhis is an essential point, in air historical colltext ir-r rt'hich

rnaly destirraticn coulttries are grudging in their àcceiltallce t:veil cf convi'ntional

refugees [rvhen they accept tirem at all].

l1 so1ne instances ther concept o{tiblcecl migrittion is perhaps e*sier to inr.oke, el'etl

thor.rgh it is itot :r miìtter of persr.cr"itior r:rr violent fbrce as r'r,itli conl,entir:nal reiii-

ge,es. l-arge-scale rnigration from coastal regions of loi.r,-h,ing corrntries Iikc:

iSangladesh lvill sr.rrel-v be 'fbrcecl' by risiiig sea le:vc'ls; eveil hefore people rlrolvn,

rheir crops u,i11 {ai1 [for a broad.:r treatmerìt of clirnate change and ntigration, see No.

3I of ForcedNligratiitrt l7euieu,,2008J. r.r-or is il di{ficult to perceive other instance-s

of {orced migration emerging alreadl' lrorn global w-anning, as r"r"ith clrought'indur:ed

migration fronr Burkina Faso to còte d'lvoire [sachs 2007J; the contribution of this

6igration strerm to subsrquent civil u,ar in Còte d'lvoire ivith cotrsecltreni refr.igee'

ilor',,s shorvs alsc, that one fòrced rnigratinn flor,v can lead to anoii.rer. A.ll tfie sarle,

globai rvarnring is by rlo nleans the soie explanation for these migratior-r strt"ams, and

the argument that the migration is ibrcecl depends on the cogellc)r o{ a ltitnl't-r of

claims that might be considered cortentious - rvhich ag,irilt tteatis that the concept

of 'fbrced rrrigration' itself is inescapably contertiotts. As ivith many concepts it.t

rrigration studies, it can be used tn colistr.uct narratives for clisceniible poiitìcal pur-

poses [see l]artmann 2ft191, ar:rcl it is therefc-rre l,r,orth asking: lr,ho advocates adop-

tior of the concept, lbr r'r,hich applications, on the basis of \vhat interests?

Another type ol migration that might be ibrcecl is rrigration lr'ith root csl-lses rlì

cleveloprnent projecls such as danrs, lvhere migrants' homes and {ìelc-ls are ilir.indated

over a sficlrt timescale. Btrt fas lr,lth the Oaxacau exampk: ,rboveJ in insLrnces such as

the lhree (Jorge.s Dam in China [e.g. I{eming et al. 2001i. it is less cieer that migration

tri cntgtha- (:oufili \t rvas forced in a tleep sense. individuals' optiorrs lvould havt-'

.ieperded in part on alternative econornic opportunities rvithin China - ancì the high

rirle oieconomic gror,r,th in Chiua during this period suggests that opportunities nright

iravt- bcen availahle for many, though those lbrcecl to hecome I'nigrants [at least inti:r-

1e1iy') 1o dor-rbt lvould have pre{èrred being able to rr:inain lr,here thcy u'cre insl,elcl.

\\re are confrontecl again by the cluerstior-r: u,as it rr:asonable under the circumstuicr:s

to reject all optior-rs apafi liorl emigrationT

Sonre nrigrants are, utambiguousl.ri f.:rctd out - and irr some cases the elernent

oi co*rpulsion is obvious even thougir it is not à metter of violence or persectttion.

Ilut lurther extension of the concept reqrrires eilg,agemeilt r,r'ith a baslc terlet of
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sociology (or the social sciences more generally): people's lives are determined in

part by structures and forces beyond their control. Individuals always face restric-

tions on tlieir options, and these restrictions vary in place and over time. As restric-

tions increasg the plausibility of describing migration as forced arguably increases

as well. But this aspect of the concept makes categorization in many instances a

matter of debate, to an even greater extent than with other concepts in migration

studies.

§ee also: Displacement and internally displaced pers1ns; Re{ugees and asylum seekers

NOTE

1 Perhaps'lifestyle mi$ation' (Benson ."a O'nJiffV 2009) would be appropriate, but this term

captures only a smal1 slice of what seems relevant at the other end of this continuum
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2A Gemdcred

Mnngratflon

Definition: Patterns of migration - undertaken by nen aS well aS Wamen - that are

shaped quite powertuily by gender, and in particular by deeply raoted understandings

of gender roles.

A common perception about migration processes is that people migrate primarily

for structural reasons related to the global and loca1 economic systems (economic

migration) or to the dangers and persecutions they face in their country of origin

(forced migrationJ. When migration is framed this way, the connection of migra-

tion processes to gender relations and roles is often overlooked, even in research

by social scientists [Morokvasic 1984). The mainstream media also generally

neglect or misrepresent gender when they deal with migration: the typical image


