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Definition: international migration is the movement 0f pelple to another country,

leading to tenporary or permanent resettlement; in the aggregate it commonly
raises questions about national identities and social membership.

In a perspective that is content with common sense, migration is the relocation of
individuals to some distant placg i.e., at leaJi bàyond À.', o*r, city or town. In
these basic termg it is primarily a geographic phenomenon. It is also a very com-
mon experience: as is often noted, migration is a universal feature of human his-
tory reaching back many thousands of years.

This book focuses mainly on international migration, however, and the defi-
nition in the previous paragraph is then too broad. What really matters about
international migration - the reason many people find it interesting [and some
flnd it challenging) - is the international part. Internal (domestic) migration is
much more common, especially in the USA: every year significant percentages
of Americans move between cities or states. But migration to another country
is different - often more difficult, more fraught, and arguably more consequen-
tial despite the lower numbers of peopie who do it frelative to internal migra-
tion). The geographic nature of migration is hardly unimportant, but
international migration is better understood more broadly as a social phenom-
enon that connects with a comprehensive range of llfe domains - poiitics,
economics, culture, identity, etc.

To understand international migration at a conceptual level, consider that at the
heart of the word'internationaf is the word''nation'. Migration from one country
to another is usually consequential because of differences in nationality, or because
of differences among people that are understood to correspond to nationality. An
immigrant in any particular destination country is often noticeablg meriting atten-
tion as unusual, for being 'foreign'. This is a form of difference typically perceived
as highly salient, one that marks 'immigrants' as distinct from those who migrate
within a country; in some cases this perception contributes to a feeling that people
who are immigrants are'out of place' and really belong elsewhere [i.e., not'here'J.

The word'perceived' in the previous sentence is important. Immigrants are not
different from natives in some sort of essential or inherent way; in many respects
they can have a great deal in common with natives.l But in modern societies where
nation-states are core institutions, nationality and'foreignness' are constructed as

central points of difference [Waldinger and Lichter 2003). People latch onto these
points of difference, endowing them with meaning and significance, ofteh reinforc-
ing them in the process (see Gilroy 1993). As Martin et a1. [2006) argue, interna-
tional migration is a response to differences between countries [e.g. economic
inequality, or variations in political freedom or repression): individuals migrate
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where one belongs. From a mainstream Zionist point of view, Israel is where Jews

beiong, even if they are also members of other nations. From this perspective, the
movement of Jews to Israel is hardly international migration at all. '

That perspective is in certain respects a peculiar one, and it overstates the dif-
ferences between Israel and other cases io sorne unhelpful ways. fSimilar points
apply to 'Aussiedler'/ 'returnees' in Germany, where the notion of 'return' informs
policies and attitudes but should not lead us to perceive something other than
immigration.J From a point of view that does not begin with mainstream Zionism,
Jewish immigrants in Israel are indeed immigrants, and they share certain charac-
teristics and experiences with immigrants elsewhere. But the Israeli/Zionist way of
looking at these matters is useful for our consideration herg because it shows how
important perceptions of national belonging ts. foreignness are to the concept of
international migration. If one already belongs to the nation, then perhaps one is
not quite an 'immigrant' in the way'foreigners' are. By the same token, foreignness
is a key component of the deffnition of international migration. International
migration is thus necessarily specific to the (modern) period characterized by the
dominance of nation-states [oppke 1999a).

Israel is not the only country that helps makes this point. At the risk of provok-
ing ire amoog Canadians: consider whether migration from Detroit to Windsor
is 'internationai migration' in the same way that that term applies to migration
from China to Canada. In legal terms, the two florns are similar: the USA and
Canada are distinct nation-states, and the citizens of one cannot legally migrate
to the other without the latter's permission. But in some respects the differences
between American and Canadian national identity are not so great, and someone
who moves across the Detroit River into Ontario is perhaps less of an 'immi-
grant' than someone who moves there from Hong Kong.3 (No doubt some
Canadians and others with a broadly cosmopolitan outlook would disagree.J

Legal status (e.g. citizenship) is not as important (for conceptual purposes, at
least) as perceptions of culture and nationality - a point evident also in the expe-
rience of many immigrants in the UK who in earlier decades arrived from the
'New Commonwealth' as British citizens but who were nonetheless surely
'immigrants' fEntzinger 1990; see Hansen 2000J. Internationai migration
involves crossing borders, but some borders matter more than others [and matter
differently for different people as well).

This at any rate is how immigration figures in many people's experiences, and
those experiences matter insofar as they form part of the context for the way
immigration is identified as such a significant issue in social, political and eco-
nomic terms. In modern societies, populations and socio-political processes are

defined, to a great extent, with reference to nation-states. A key element of iden-
tity is one's nationality: individuals are different (via self-definition andlor per-
ceptionJ by virtue of being British, not French, or Korean, not Japanese. Moreove4
nationality is often 'sticky': when someone migrates from France to Britain, one
does not instantly become British. Indeed, some immigrants find that the identity
associated with their country of origin becomes deeper after moving to another
country (see Ryan 2010: 'Becoming Polish in London'J.
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