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THEMATIC ARTICLES – NEGOTIATING IDENTITIES: 

MIGRANTS AND HOST SOCIETIES 

 

 

Asian Immigrants’ Vision of an Alternative Society in Australia and 

Canada: Impossibly Utopian or Simply Social Justice?1 

 
Habiba ZAMAN

2
 

    
 
 

Abstract. Both Australia and Canada have adopted extensive immigration policies as well as 
a policy of multiculturalism to maintain “harmony” between immigrants and the wider 
society. Currently, the majority of immigrants to Australia and Canada are from Asia. In fact, 
six of the ten top-ranking migrant-sending countries for Australia and Canada are located in 
Asia. Building on exploratory research undertaken in Australia and Canada, this paper finds 
that class predominates over race in the recruiting of immigrants in both Australia and 
Canada. However, Asian immigrants as well as advocacy groups including left, progressive, 
and social activists are challenging the neo-liberal agenda. These groups have a vision for 
creating an alternative society based on social justice. 
 
Keywords: Asian immigrants, multiculturalism, social justice, Australia, Canada 
 
 

                                                           
1
 This paper is an outcome of a SSHRC (Social Sciences and Human Research Council of 

Canada)—MCRI (Major Collaborative Research Initiative)—funded international 

multidisciplinary project titled Neo-liberal Globalism and Its Challengers, generally known 

as the Globalism Project, from 2000-2005. The paper was presented to an international 

conference titled Building an Alternative World at the University of Adelaide, Adelaide, 

Australia, April 18-21, 2005. Also, I presented part of this paper to several national 

conferences/meetings in Canada, such as Canadian Sociology and Anthropology meetings, 

Canadian Women‘s Association Meetings in 2006 and 2007. 
2
 In 2005 (January-February), I was a visiting Professor at the University of Technology, 

Sydney. During my stay in Sydney, I received generous support from James Goodman 

(University of Technology), Kate Lee, Stuart Rosewarne (University of Sydney), and Frank 

Stilwell (University of Sydney). Especially, my sincere gratitude and thanks go to James 

Goodman and Kate Lee who provided me with both academic and logistic support and 

services. However, I alone am responsible for any interpretations in this paper. 
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Introduction 

 

Australia and Canada are two major immigrant-receiving countries with 

goals of attracting workers with certain skills from the international labour 

market and meeting specific target numbers for these workers in any given 

year. In fact, both Australia and Canada actively seek to attract immigrants 3 

with what one may identify as “population policies”4. Currently, the majority of 

immigrants in Australia and Canada are from Asia, and at least six of the ten 

top-ranking migrant-sending countries are located in Asia. Unlike the United 

States, the “skilled” category constitutes a major proportion of current 

immigrant population in Australia and Canada (Antecol, 2003). To maintain 

“harmony”5 between immigrants and the wider society, both Australia and 

Canada have adopted a policy of multiculturalism.  

In my exploration of the issues of immigration and multiculturalism in 

Australia and Canada, I use class as a central category of analysis because it 

interacts with other axes of power such as gender and race. I argue, in this 

paper, that under neo-liberal policies, class overshadows race and bypasses 

gender in the recruiting of immigrants in both Australia and Canada. Further, 

the restructuring of multiculturalism as part of neo-liberal strategies risks 

creating a monoculture and challenging the central aspect of the welfare state -

- social justice.     

 

Key Questions and Framework 

 

This paper primarily addresses the following key questions: (i) To what 

extent is immigration a market-driven agenda that ignores the role of social 

                                                           
3
 Generally, immigrants are legal permanent residents. In this paper, ―immigrants/ citizens,‖ 

whose country of origin is in Asia, and ―migrants,‖ who have the potential to get permanent 

residency, have been used synonymously. The term ―immigrant‖ has been used to describe 

the Asian migrant population, who is visibly different in terms of skin colour, language, 

accent, dress, culture and so on 
4
 In 1997, in rejecting the Jones report titled Australia’s Carrying Capacity: One Nation – 

Two Ecologies, the Minister for Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, Philip Ruddock, 

pointed out that given the projected fertility rate in Australia and its immigration policy, 

population growth would still decline over the next 30 to 50 years. 
5
 During my research in Sydney, Australia, an Australian academic used this term and 

illustrated that the Australian government now focuses on harmony rather than on 

multiculturalism. 
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justice and the equity agenda in a number of areas such as basic entitlements, 

social rights, and so on? (ii) How is neo-liberal ideology couched as 

multiculturalism leading to a monoculture framework? (iii) What visions do 

Asian immigrants in Australia and Canada have of an alternative society?  

Based on an exploratory research undertaken in Australia and Canada 

during the period of 2000-2005, this paper examines the skills-oriented 

recruitment strategy that focuses on Asian immigrants and the outcome of this 

market-driven force on these immigrants, especially female immigrants. After 

looking briefly at multiculturalism under neo-liberalism, the paper 

demonstrates the shifting discourse on such terms as “difference”, 

“assimilation”, “integration”, “harmony”, and “social justice” within the 

multicultural framework. In Australia, this shifting discourse is reflected by the 

revival of monoculture under the banner of “one nation”, and in Canada, by the 

increasing withdrawal of financial support to multiculturalism. I use narrations 

of settlement workers and immigrant advocates6 at the Migrant Resource 

Centres in Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, as well as interviews with front-

line immigrant activists in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, to shed light on 

Asian immigrants’ experiences in two societies apparently committed to social 

justice. 

My examination of immigration policies in Australia and Canada will be 

followed by an exploration of immigrants’ entitlements and access to the labour 

market. Analysis will illustrate variations in multiculturalism over time and 

reveal the shifting of policies in both countries during economic recession and 

changes in the party in power. The results of these changes are reflected in the 

vulnerability of Asian immigrants, as illustrated by the narrations of settlement 

workers and front-line activists. In concluding, I will discuss Asian immigrants’ 

vision for an alternate society and ask the question: Is their vision impossibly 

utopian or simply a case of social justice?    

                                                           
6
 Interviews and interactions with the settlement workers convinced me that these workers 

are compassionate towards immigrants‘ issues and try to maintain a fine balance between 

their own government-funded jobs and their work as advocates for the immigrants. Indeed, 

one worker categorically pointed out that when people visit the Centre for food, settlement 

workers do not ask about status, i.e., whether they are visa workers, undocumented or 

refugees. In other words, the settlement workers do not deter anyone from getting food, a 

basic need for survival. Settlement workers‘ unequivocal commitment to social justice is 

astounding given their precarious job situation. However, they stated clearly that they 

provide services, i.e., referrals, etc., only to immigrants.  
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Immigration Policies in Australia and Canada: Non-discriminatory and Market-driven 

 

Australia 

Until the end of the 1960s, Australia’s immigration policies were overtly 

racist, deliberately promoting “White Australia” and not receptive to migrants from 

Asia, Africa and Latin America. The residency requirement for non-Europeans was 

five years as opposed to one year for Europeans. Further, under the guise of 

maintaining “social cohesiveness”, a policy of assimilation was introduced for a 

small number of immigrants of colour (Castles et al., 1994). This assimilation policy 

failed for two reasons: (1) the labour market became segmented along gender, 

race and class lines, which restricted racialized immigrants in their upgrading of 

language and educational skills; (2) non-British citizens continued to be segregated 

in where they lived and in their social interactions. The White Australia policy 

ended when the Labour Party won in the 1972 election and in the mid-‘70s, 

introduced several non-discriminatory immigration policies.7 For example, the 

Australian Citizenship Act of 1948 was amended in 1973; as a result, all immigrants 

irrespective of nationality became eligible to apply for Australian citizenship. In 

addition to moral grounds and an international political climate where overt racism 

was becoming unacceptable8, Australia’s abolition of the racist policy was linked 

with two major international factors. First, the British government entered into the 

European Common Market and loosened its relationship to its former colonies in 

Asia. Second, to place Australia in the geopolitical world, Australia aspired to link its 

foreign and trade policies with those of Asian countries (Dutton, 2002:84-85). 

Consequently, in 1975, the Australian government passed the Racial Discrimination 

Act prohibiting discrimination based on colour, descent, race, and national or 

ethnic origin. This act shifted immigration policy from Eurocentric to non-

discriminatory and allowed increased numbers of immigrants from Asia. For 

example, during the period from 1973 to 1999, out of 2.4 million immigrants, 

approximately 796,000 immigrants (about 33 percent) came from Asia (Dutton, 

2002:88). 

Under its non-discriminatory immigration policies Australia was gradually 

transformed from a monocultural society to one characterized by diverse countries 

                                                           
7
 Both the Labour Party and its advocate for anti-racist policy worked tirelessly to eliminate 

discriminatory immigration policy based on race (Dutton, 2002). 
8
 Dutton (2002) illustrated several moral grounds and described the international political 

climate of those times in a chapter entitled ―The End of White Australia‖. 
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of origin. As the table below shows, from July 2001 to July 2002, New Zealand 

constituted 17.6 percent of settler arrivals by country of birth, while other 

countries ranged from the UK at 9.8 percent to Malaysia at 2.2 percent.   

 

Table 1. July 2001 to June 2002 settler arrivals, by country of birth 

Country  Percentage 

New Zealand 17.6% 

United Kingdom 9.8% 

China 7.5% 

South Africa 6.4% 

India 5.7% 

Indonesia 4.7% 

Philippines 3.2% 

Fed. Rep. Of Yugoslavia 2.3% 

Sri Lanka 2.3% 

Malaysia 2.2% 

Source: Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs 2003 

 

However, the table clearly shows that immigrants from Asia comprise a 

significant number -- about 26 percent. The increasing number of Asians has 

resulted in increasing debate among some Australian-born citizens about the 

“Asianization” of Australia. Dutton eloquently describes the debate as having two 

major points: first, to some this trend has disrupted social cohesion and facilitated 

ethnic or racial concentration in certain areas; second, non-discriminatory 

immigration policies and later on, multiculturalism, have “privileged” ethnic groups 

while diminishing Australian national identity (2002:89).     

Based on overall labour market outcomes and under pressures from 

business groups, the Australian government has begun favouring skilled migration 

over family reunion migration (Department of Immigration and Multicultural and 

Indigenous Affairs, 2000). For example, in 1999, nearly 69 percent of immigrants 

belonged to the family stream and only 29 percent were in the skilled stream (Jupp, 

2002:160). By 2000-2001, more than 50 percent of new migrants were selected 

from the skilled stream and 44 percent from the family stream (Department of 

Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs, 2000). This pattern 

continued in 2001-2002, with 57 percent in the skilled stream and 41 percent in the 
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family stream – apparently contradicting the family values commitment of the 

Coalition government (Jupp, 2002:160). In 2001-2002, of all skilled migrants, 38 

percent were from Asia9. The concept of “skill” is ambiguous and relies heavily on 

Immigration officers’ interpretations10, which mostly favour men. As Fincher states, 

“It is clear that males dominate migrant entry: ‘active’ immigrant entrants are more 

frequently men, not because men are more active but because of the 

administrative interpretation of activity as something which males best comply!” 

(1997:223). Despite their credentials, Asian migrants in Australia are sharply 

divided into two broad and distinct categories: (i) one group is highly educated and 

is concentrated in professional and white-collar jobs; (ii) the other group consists of 

labourers in semi-skilled and unskilled occupations (for details, Jayasuriya and 

Pookong, 1999; Jupp, 2002). The majority of Asian women immigrants are 

concentrated in semi-skilled and unskilled occupations, i.e., in low-paid, temporary 

jobs. One reason is that they generally enter as spouses and family members. Asian 

women, mostly migrating as spouses or family members, are at disadvantage for 

primarily two reasons: (i) Asian countries systematically and structurally 

discriminate against women, and this discrimination perpetuates women’s 

secondary position in the labour market in the country of origin; (ii) most Asian 

men have more credentials than most Asian women – in other words, “skills” that 

command higher salaries and better working conditions.  

With a Liberal government11 in power in Australia, major cuts have been 

introduced along with a program of deregulation and privatization heralding the 

embracing of neo-liberal policies. For example, fees for English courses were 

drastically increased and many occupational English courses were discontinued. 

The waiting period for eligibility for social security benefits and entitlements was 

extended from six months, first introduced by the Keating government, to two 

years after the election of the Coalition in 1996 (Jupp, 2002)12. Jupp attributes this 

                                                           
9
 Out of this 38 percent, 22 percent were from South-East Asia and 16 percent were from 

North-East Asian and Southern Asia (Australian Bureau of Statistics: 

www.abs.gov.au/usstats/abs@.nsf/ retrieved on December 13, 2004).  
10

 The National Film Board of Canada‘s film titled Who Gets In (1989) illustrates poignantly 

how immigration officers‘ interpretations influence the decision-making process. 
11

 The Liberal government in Australia leans towards conservative policies – comparable to 

Canada‘s Conservative party. 
12

 A new immigrant is not entitled to seek unemployment benefits for the first two years and 

is barred from a number of basic entitlements. Interviewees identified this situation as ―the 

two-year waiting period‖. 

http://www.abs.gov.au/usstats/abs@.nsf
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change to “American notions of ‘cost-free immigration’ and ‘user pays’”, ideas 

intended to recover full cost on some services (2002:152). Cost-free migration as 

well as the two-year waiting period for basic entitlements reinforces neo-liberal 

ideology, which perceives immigrants as responsible for their own settlement, 

training and employment. In the case of new immigrants and their settlements, the 

neo-liberal ideology of the Australian government is becoming similar to the 

system in the US. To reduce settlement costs, the government is providing 

immigration status to overseas students in Australia who already have Australian 

training, degree, language ability, and work experience. This procedure allows 

government to reduce its cost for overseas embassies and save its settlement 

services while receiving new immigrants’ skills immediately as the economy 

desperately searches for skilled immigrants. The introduction of the point system in 

1999 emphasizes skills and familiarity with the English language, and thus 

eliminates prospective unskilled migrants from Asia, especially women. Indeed, as 

Jupp points out: “A high proportion of recent refugees have been from the middle 

classes, many of them familiar with English” (2002:215). This applies also to current 

skilled immigrants from countries in Asia. In Australia, it is clear that under neo-

liberal policies, class overshadows race and bypasses gender in the recruiting of 

immigrants. 

 

Canada 

Canada carried out overtly discriminatory racist immigration policies until 

1962, when the Immigration Act removed the racist content of the former 

immigration policy. In 1967, a “non-discriminatory” points system was introduced. 

Because of the new selection criteria, i.e., points system, significant changes have 

occurred in the composition of Canada’s immigrants. From 1991-1996, the top five 

countries of origin of immigrants were the People’s Republic of China, India, Hong 

Kong, the Philippines and Sri Lanka, with more than one-third of all immigrants 

from these countries arriving annually (Boyd and Vickers, 2000). Census 2001 

identified Canada as one of the most diverse nations in the world. Anderson (2003) 

describes this diversity as a “kaleidoscope” of cultures, languages, and nationalities 

reflecting more than 200 diverse ethnic groups – a mix second only to Australia’s. 

As this table shows, currently the top seven out of ten migrant-sending countries 

are located in Asia.  
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Table 2. Top Ten Source Countries for Immigrants (Principal Applicants and 
dependents): Year  2002  

Country Percentage Rank 

China 14.51 1 

India 12.58 2 

Pakistan   6.18 3 

Philippines   4.80 4 

Iran   3.38 5 

Korea   3.20                                   6 

Romania   2.48 7 

United States   2.31                                   8 

Sri Lanka   2.17                                     9 

United Kingdom    2.06 10 

Source: Citizenship and Immigration Canada–Facts and Figures: Immigration Overview (2002:8)  

 

Like Australia, Canada focuses on the skilled-stream category of 

immigrants, and thus 50 percent of skilled workers come from Asia and the 

Pacific (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2002). In terms of gender 

breakdown, of all the skilled workers, 75 percent are males and 25 percent 

are females, a ratio clearly reflecting men’s domination in the skilled stream 

(Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2002). Interestingly, skilled immigrants 

were the most likely to emigrate, especially immigrants with high-demand 

skills, such as IT workers, health care managers, and physicians. Dryburgh and 

Hamel have also found that economic migrants are most likely to emigrate 

(2004:16).  

Recently, despite their language abilities and high qualifications, 

immigrants in Canada are less likely to be employed, and their situation has 

become increasingly precarious. Many are more likely to be employed in 

sectors with variable, short-term employment, like construction, industries, 

and manufacturing. Thus, it is not surprising that Canada’s recent immigran ts 

show a higher incidence of unemployment rates and poverty. For example, in 

1996, immigrant men had a 13.6 percent unemployment rate compared with a 

9.3 percent rate for Canadian-born men (Thompson, 2002). Immigrant women 

suffer the most. For example, in 2002, 8.6 percent of Canadian-born women 

were unemployed, while 20.2 percent of recent immigrant women were 
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unemployed (Thompson, 2002:10). In general, immigrants’ incomes are lower 

than those of Canadian-born people. One could conclude that many 

immigrant groups live in poverty and their low incomes will accelerate class 

division within Canadian society. Picot has summarized the situation: “This 

deterioration in low-income rates over the past 20 years was not restricted to 

recent immigrants. It was observed among all immigrant groups, no matter 

how long they have resided in Canada, with the exception of immigrants living 

in Canada for more than 20 years” (2004:11).  

According to Picot (2004), competition from domestic labourers, as 

well as hurdles faced in transferring education and job experience from 

countries of origin, may constitute two major factors contributing to higher 

unemployment rates among immigrants. Although the skill -stream category 

attracts more highly educated immigrants, lack of recognition for immigrants’ 

credentials – education and job as well as training experience – keep many 

immigrants in a low-income category. Under neo-liberal policies, funding for 

language programs and vocational programs has been restructured and 

reduced continuously, resulting in the restricting of immigrants’ access to 

services. So that immigrant settlement services are cost-free -- another neo-

liberal strategy -- the federal government charges $975 dollars as a landing 

fee. As in Australia, then, immigrants bear the costs of their own settlement 

and services.  

For example, in 2003, 54 percent of 221,352 new immigrants settled in 

Ontario, and the province received $800 per immigrant.13 Transfer of payment 

per immigrant in Ontario, which receives more than 50 percent of Canada’s 

new immigrants annually, indicates clearly that the federal government has 

adopted a market-driven, neo-liberal strategy. Moreover, the federal 

government does not transfer the full amount charged to immigrants to the 

province, keeping $195 per immigrant for federal immigration services. 

Overall, unemployment and underemployment due to lack of accreditation for 

education and training contribute to the de-skilling of immigrants in the long 

run and concentrate them in low-skilled, low-paid and part-time jobs.    

 

                                                           
13

 Source: The Windsor Star, March 18, 2005. The title of the article is ―Immigration: 

Ontario‘s Valid Argument.‖ The report argues that Windsor‘s population has jumped by 

16,970 to 208,405 from 1991 to 2001 and immigrants accounted for 63 percent. 
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Multiculturalism in Australia and Canada 

 

To create tolerance for minorities, to appreciate racial diversities, and to 

foster sustainability among different cultural groups, Australia and Canada have 

adopted multiculturalism as a policy. Both countries have taken this step despite 

arguments for and against from an array of groups. Multicultural policy is intended 

to create an environment where minority groups, including immigrants, 

irrespective of their countries of origin, enjoy rights and are treated equally to 

those born in Canada.  

In their book Changing Multiculturalism (1997), Kincheloe and Steinberg 

laid out five categories of multiculturalism: conservative (monoculturalism), liberal, 

pluralist, left-essentialist and critical. My following analysis of multiculturalism has 

been influenced by Kencheloe and Steinberg’s framework of “critical 

multiculturalism,” although the paper has used the common notion of 

multiculturalism that the governments in Australia and Canada use in discourse and 

power politics. Through the vantage point of critical theory that originated from the 

Frankfurt School of Social Research in Germany, critical multiculturalism focuses on 

power and domination within a national framework, which Kincheloe and Steinherg 

(1997) have articulated in their analytical framework.  

 

Australia 

 

According to Jayasuriya and Pookong, “The term ‘multiculturalism’ *in 

Australia] borrowed from Canada is a shorthand way of characterizing the doctrine 

of cultural pluralism that has evolved over the past two decades” (1999:20). The 

1989 National Agenda for a Multicultural Australia argues: “Multicultural policies 

seek to eliminate discriminations. They aim to protect the rights of all members of 

society to enjoy their culture, language, and to practice their religion – within the 

institutional framework of Australian law, parliamentary democracy, and 

acceptable methods of conflict resolution” (Ruddock, 1997:6). In recognizing 

diversity, Australia’s multicultural policies stress common bonds associated with 

democratic traditions.    

Two views are noticed when one visits Australian multiculturalism: (i) 

multicultural policy is intelligible within a monocultural framework; (ii) 

multiculturalism has evolved in Australia in a controlled manner without gaining 
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public legitimacy (Jayasuriya and Pookong, 1999). In the advent of the New 

World Order and free trade agreements such as GATT, multiculturalism as an 

official strategy mobilizes, albeit manages, ethnic and racialized groups to 

pursue progress and development. In Australia, to achieve economic 

redirections and a liberal economy directed towards the Asian marketplace, 

multiculturalism has become a central strategy for the Keating government.      

Pauline Hanson’s (a member in the Parliament) advocacy of a one-

nation party is a clear indication that the fears and prejudices of many 

Australians have not diminished and both immigration and multiculturalism are 

under direct attack. Prime Minister Howard has condemned racism, but never 

endorsed multiculturalism in an effective way. As far back as in 1988, Howard 

delivered a message to the Ethnic Communities in Canberra and stated that 

multiculturalism could not unite a nation (Jakubowicz, 1997). Further, Howard’s 

aggressive policies towards asylum seekers (e.g., the Tampa Crisis14 of August 

2001) played a vital role in his wining the next election. Australia’s focus on the 

skilled-stream category, bringing IT workers from Asia while rejecting asylum 

seekers, clearly indicates that class more than race is an important issue within 

the context of immigration and multiculturalism.  

With the two-year eligibility period for basic entitlements of the welfare 

state, such as unemployment and sickness benefits, newly arrived immigrants, 

especially less wealthy and family-class immigrants, suffer the most. As Collins 

points out, “Funds are cut from adult migrant education, immigration and 

multicultural research, health and human rights areas. Welfare and 

unemployment services are privatised and dismantled at the very time [Asian 

immigrants+ are needed” (1998:27). These policies hurt immigrants, especially 

Asian immigrants and women, who are less privileged compared with people 

from developed countries. If the current trend of slashing budgets for 

multiculturalism continues, multiculturalism will lose its very essence: its 

commitment to diversity and self-identity. Indeed, increasing support for the 

Liberal party for its handling of the Tampa affair and the rise of “One Nation” 

ideology jeopardize multiculturalism and indicate that Australia may be shifting 

again towards a monocultural society.   

                                                           
14

 The Australian government denied permission for the ship Tampa – filled with asylum 

seekers – to dock at nearby Christmas Island. This denial, in effect, excluded asylum seekers 

from the legal system, i.e., the courts in Australia. For details, see Brennan‘s (2003) 

Tampering with Asylum: A Universal Humanitarian Problem. 
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Canada 

 

The liberalization of immigration policy in the 1960s opened the door 

for immigrants from Asia as well as for multiculturalism. In 1971, Prime Minister 

Trudeau announced the multiculturalism policy as a legislative response to 

ethnic plurality. In 1982, the Canadian Charter of Rights through Section 27 

affirmed that multiculturalism “should assist and encourage the integration (but 

not assimilation) of all immigrants” (Harles, 1997). In Canada, multiculturalism 

was a response to the dissatisfaction of immigrant and social activist groups. 

Through the Charter of Rights, Canada has established multiculturalism as a 

symbol of a Canadian identity that represents diverse cultural communities. 

However, many immigrants, especially racialized immigrants, experience 

systematic discrimination in the workplace as well as in the recognition of their 

credentials and training in their country of origin. 

In Canada, multiculturalism is a state-initiated policy with a governing 

apparatus and administrative bureaus sanctioned by the legalistic framework. 

Consequently, a change has taken place over the years. The Department of 

Multiculturalism and Citizenship was disbanded in the 1990s and 

multiculturalism was moved to the Department of Canadian Heritage. In 

October 1996, the Liberal government restructured the multiculturalism policy 

while focusing on themes of “identity,” “civic participation”, and “social justice” 

(Abu-Laban, 2000). The Canadian Ethnocultural Council argues that the very 

basis of social justice has been compromised by restructuring and decreases in 

federal funding. To establish social justice by decreasing social inequality is 

impossible without having appropriate funds for the concerned department. On 

the other hand, Jones (2000) argues that this revised policy demonstrates the 

commitment of the federal government to multiculturalism. Despite the 

rhetoric of multiculturalism, words spoken by a front-line activist in Vancouver 

illustrate its effectiveness among disadvantaged groups: 

This week we are celebrating International Women’s Day with other women of 

colour and grassroots women.  This year’s theme is: “Health for All.” And 

presently we are doing a research on the Filipino nurses, called “From 

Registered Nanny to Registered Nurse.” It’s funded by Multiculturalism. 

(Vancouver, March 2004) 
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The Vulnerability of Immigrants and Their Vision for an Alternative Society 

 

During my research in Australia, I visited four places: three migrant 

resource centres and an Immigrant Women’s Speak Out association – all located in 

New South Wales. Although I contacted several migrant resource centres in 

advance and received enthusiastic positive responses, some were not related to my 

research interest -- for example, trauma victims’ centres, which deal with violence 

and so on. In addition to collecting published materials, I spoke with several people 

in these centres and audiotaped four women’s interviews. My analysis has been 

based on these interviews and the published materials. 

Immigrating to a new country from an Asian country involves culture shock 

and financial stress. For new immigrants in Australia, the two-year waiting period 

can place them in a precarious situation and eventually de-skill them, as this 

narration illustrates: 

[T]here is a two-year waiting period … for those newly arrived migrants before 

they can access full support in terms of getting employment and this is very 

difficult … although some services are available for them like medicare and 

others…. *W+hile you are looking for a job, you can’t access to have any financial 

support … what happens with these families if a family has three children. *T+he 

parents will do any job, like cleaning job or be a hotel housekeeper as they call it 

and then the other one goes to an educational institution in order to upgrade his 

skills and usually it’s the man. *T+he woman has to stay home and at the same time 

do a part-time job. … *S+he gets a part-time job during the weekend in order to 

support the rest of the family so it is really tough on women and well … she is in 

the path to deskilling, becoming deskilled and losing her self-confidence. (New 

South Wales, Australia, February 2005) 

As most immigrants migrate to Australia in the skill-stream category, men 

as “heads of families” as well as in the “skilled” category get priority when entering 

Australia. Further, as the above narration shows, the two-year waiting period 

escalates gender differences in terms of education and upgrading skills -- most men 

go to school to re-skill, while women get de-skilled due to the nature of the jobs 

they do to support families and maintain childcare responsibilities.  

When national or international crises happen, immigrants bear the major 

burden, as they become the target groups for restructuring and coping with 

economic changes. After 9/11, hotels where many immigrants worked were 

restructured and hundreds of jobs eliminated. This affected men and women in 
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different ways.  The following narration illustrates the situation: 

He has a job… that sort… you know, engineering like repairing air conditioners. In 

addition, he is happy with that. Then later on, she opted for redundancy when there 

was restructuring in the hotel industry here because of the September 11. … She 

thought she might just, so she has a redundancy package and she put that in the 

bank… did some sort of casual jobs here and there after that. … (Y)ou have opted for 

redundancy because the logic is that redundancy will get you through the period when 

you are looking for a job. (New South Wales, Australia, February 2005) 

This narration shows how immigrants, especially immigrant women, can 

get hit hardest when there is restructuring of service industries. Despite long years’ 

of service, they can be compelled to accept a package that seems lucrative initially, 

but in fact destroys their job prospects.   

One of the advocates who work at the Migrant Resource Centre in 

Australia put forward her vision of an alternative society: 

*T+hese stories give us… courage to put forward our argument to the New South 

Wales government as well as the federal government to really scrap out, you 

know, to cancel the two-year waiting period… those are the issues that…             

confront us… no recognition of overseas skills and also the migration policy….            

Two-year waiting period before you can get a full support from the government             

and that affects a lot on getting jobs…. (New South Wales, Australia, February 

2005)  

To some extent, Australia’s two-year waiting period is comparable with the 

Live-in Caregiver Program (LCP) in Canada, under which domestic workers are 

eligible to apply for permanent resident status only after completing a two-year job 

as a live-in caregiver.15 Both groups get de-skilled and de-certified in the end. In 

both cases, the two-year waiting period acts as an effective neo-liberal strategy for 

both Australian and Canadian governments to make migration and settlement 

market-driven and cost-free.   

One of the front-line activists in Vancouver commented on what 

immigrants and their supporters can do to counter neo-liberal strategies: 

As a new [immigrant] community in Canada, we must deepen our understanding 

of the root causes of our migration, marginalization and poverty, including the 

                                                           
15

 I have conducted collaborative research with the Philippine Women Centre in Vancouver 

and about 80 immigrants were interviewed. Of these, several were domestic workers who 

migrated to Canada under the Live-in Caregiver Program. My research indicates that almost 

all domestic workers get permanent status once they apply. 
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problem of de-skilling and the accreditation gap. [We] never stop campaigning 

most strongly for the migrants’ concerns. There are meetings, sharing for focus 

groups, which is a very important tool for us because that way we learn new issues 

affecting the lives of many, so it is time to unite… (Vancouver, Canada,March 2004)  

This front-line worker perceives that immigrants must act together, in 

transnational solidarity, to counter issues around de-skilling and lack of 

accreditation. On the other hand, a worker at the Migrant Resource Centre in New 

South Wales argues: 

[The] accommodation issue is big because of the demand and because of the lack 

of… refugee houses for women here in Australia. Especially, in the middle of the 

night… I find it very, very stressful when I have to organize an            

accommodation for a woman who is fleeing domestic violence because there are       

only a few places. You would be lucky to find a place for a woman or a refugee           

straight away… But it’s very very hard. There is lack of accommodation…            

some places accept families, the whole family you know, including the husband         

… whether they’re evicted or… (February 2005) 

Food, clothing and shelter are considered by most as basic human rights 

and the absence of these rights does not indicate scarcity of these resources in 

welfare states like Australia and Canada. To be cost-free and market-driven, 

Australia bars new immigrants from access to basic entitlements for a limited 

period, i.e., two years. On the other hand, while Canada generally does not make 

distinctions between its citizens and new immigrants, it imposes landing fees that 

make immigrants responsible for their own settlements. It is evident that 

accommodation, a basic need for survival, is a key issue for both immigrants and 

refugees. Domestic violence heightens the impact of lack of accommodation on 

those who need the most. The following narration illustrates: 

… *for+ women fleeing domestic violence… there is a crisis in accommodation, 

there are short term accommodation, there are long-term accommodation 

because crisis accommodation is the time when they flee domestic violence so 

there are different categories … within 6 weeks they have to be moved to a short 

term accommodation, which is from 6 weeks to 3 months. The median is … 

sometimes 6 months and then after 6 months they need to be moved again to a 

longer-term accommodation. (New South Wales, Australia, February 2005) 

The above narration further shows lack of accommodation for immigrants 

as well as lack of resources for immigrant women who flee from domestic violence. 

In turn, Immigrant women who have left their homes due to domestic violence 
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have a very difficult time in finding accommodation. While all immigrant women 

are more vulnerable in the absence of family and friends, women who live with 

domestic violence are in a desperate situation. Another narration elaborates on 

how complex some immigrant women’s lives can be:   

…financial assistance is a big thing especially for those women who don’t qualify 

for centrelink payment because of the two-year waiting period. … for those who 

have recently arrived they cannot accept financial assistance or centrelink 

payments or benefits …they have to pay the rent weekly. They have to eat, you             

know, or buy things for the household. If they don’t have financial assistance             

in the first few months of arrival, they are in a very difficult situation. Sometimes             

because of a desire to earn a living for the family, they accept jobs below the        

level of their qualifications. (New South Wales, Australia, February 2005) 

The above narration clearly illustrates the effect on immigrant women of 

the cost-effective neo-liberal strategy, i.e., the two-year waiting period for basic 

social entitlements. This two-year waiting period forces immigrants to do menial 

jobs despite high educational qualifications, credentials, and job experience in 

countries of origin. Immigrant women are in a double bind both as women and as a 

spouse or family member. Once the two-year waiting period is over, it is men who 

have upgraded skills and women who are still concentrated in menial, low-paid, 

flexible-work-hour jobs. This vicious cycle traps immigrant women in the lower 

echelons of society. One participant made these thoughtful comments about this 

situation:  

 …early intervention is important rather than addressing the issues later on. This is 

what we in the community sector are speaking about, representing to the 

government about. It is very important to address the issues when they first     

arrive, preventing them from falling into that pit, you know. (New South Wales,      

Australia, February 2005) 

Although all the people I interviewed worked either at the Migrant 

Resource Centres or at Immigrant Women Speak Out Association, they also acted 

as advocates for immigrants, especially for immigrant women. Despite the nature 

of their jobs and the source of their funding, which was mostly from government, 

these participants had not lost their vision for social justice. They unequivocally 

advocated scrapping the two-year waiting period, which ultimately hinders the 

emotional, social and economic growth of new immigrants, especially immigrant 

women. A similar tone is evident in a front-line activist’s voice in Vancouver:  
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One of the clear examples that we’re saying is in relation to housing. Housing is 

supposed to be a basic human right. It’s supposed to be one of the most basic 

rights for all humans – access to food, clothing and shelter (Vancouver, Canada, 

March 2004). 

           

Conclusion 

  

The above analysis suggests strongly that class predominates over race in 

the recruiting of immigrants in both Australia and Canada. Those who are upper- 

and middle-class, English-speaking, educated, and have jobs as well as education 

experience in the developed countries are preferred immigrants. Males who are 

perceived as skilled thus comprise a major portion of immigrants recruited. On the 

other hand, disadvantaged groups such as women, working class, and non-English-

speaking people are barred from migrating to either Australia or Canada. The only 

option most disadvantaged groups have is to migrate either as a spouse, or as a 

family member, a domestic worker, or, at worst, an asylum seeker or refugee. 

These categories eventually transfer disadvantaged groups into low-skilled, low-

waged and temporary jobs. The rise of Pauline Hanson’s “One Nation” and the 

Liberal Government’s handling of the Tampa Crisis have created an environment in 

Australia where the public is leaning towards some sort of monocultural framework 

supported by the Liberal Government’s neo-liberal agenda. In Canada, the 

increasing slashing of funds for multiculturalism may be compromising social 

justice. However, in Australia and Canada, Asian immigrants as well as advocacy 

groups including feminist, left, progressive, and social activists, are challenging the 

neo-liberal agenda. These groups have a vision for creating an alternative society 

based on social justice, i.e., where everyone has access to basic entitlements such 

as food, clothing and housing irrespective of class, gender, and immigration status.  
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Gender and Intergroup Contact: the Case of Arab Woman 

 

Mohamed BENITTO 
 

 

Abstract. Coexistence of various ethnic groups within the American and British societies 
made newspaper headlines following the events of 9/11 in the United States and of July 7 in 
Great Britain. This article based on survey research and focus group interviews aims to 
address intergroup contact. In a heterogeneous society, two major tendencies with regard 
to relation of the Arab community with the mainstream society surface. On the one hand, 
we notice a tendency to forge a new identity that is deep-rooted in the Arab culture, but 
with a declared belonging to the host society. On the other hand, there is a tendency of 
restraint and isolation. This choice of restraint and isolation is sometimes allotted to the 
ambivalent feelings generated by cultural disparity and stubborn attachment to certain 
values and traditions. In this context, our study targets the exploration of relationship of 
Arab women with the mainstream society with the stress laying on the reasons governing 
ups and downs of their integration within a new cultural environment 
 
Keywords: Arab women, integration, race relations, multiculturalism 

 

 

Introduction 

 

An intergroup contact implies a situation when individuals that belong to a 

particular group interact individually or collectively with another group. Summer 

used the terms in-group and out-group to make a distinction between a social 

groupings to which a particular individual belongs or does not belong (Brewer, 

Miller 2003:23). The same race relations are usually dominated by convergence 

and solidarity. Cross-race relations are, however, divergent; not only out-group 

contacts are fewer in number than the same race-relations, but their duration and 

quality may be lower. Ethnic groups tend to restrict their social environments and 

to favour mostly the intimacy of in-group relations. Attachment to in-group is an 

expression of preference and loyalty to its norms and trust-worthiness in dealings 

with its members.  With regard to Arab women in the Diaspora, western literature 
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“problematises” their integration within western societies. The notion of cultural 

difference was mainly developed in this sense. It not only punctuates differences in 

clothes and language, but it also underscores the fundamental divergence in life-

styles and value-systems between the Arab world and the West. Female headgear 

has become the emblem of women’s oppression and conservatism. Their 

attachment to traditionalism or adjustment to modern life is usually emphasised in 

the western discourse by reference to their appearance and vesture. When they 

wear a veil or a scarf, they are assumed to be in favour of a traditional 

conservatism and to stubbornly reject the transgression of the gap in the way of life 

between the Arab societies and the western ones. The adoption of the fashions 

worn by western women, by contrast, equates them with modernity and 

integration into the host societies.   

 Morokvasc (1987:3) laid bare the assumption that Arab women perceived 

as living on the margin of western culture embody models for an oppressed Arab 

woman prototype. Kohl (1989: 190) calls this representation, a symbolic standard 

of male power within which Arab woman “serves man and is oppressed by him, be 

it as one among many other wives, or as the cleaning lady in the west who must 

always walk three steps behind her husband, or even as the woman who lives the 

spoilt ‘life of luxury’ in the Arab ruling houses so beloved by the tabloids- she 

remains passive and dependent.1” In the western discourse Arab women are often 

represented under the oppression and submission of men, deprived of the right to 

have a say in the matters related to their status as members of the family 

(Minces1980).  

Erotic descriptions dominate writings about Arab women in the western 

discourse with fantasies running wild on them in paintings, drawings, literature and 

fables. Alloula (1986) has analysed the female images produced by orientalist 

painters and photographers. She underlines that the oriental female was portrayed 

as a prisoner of traditional social restraints, the counter-pole of  liberated western 

women to the extent that,  as Fatema Mernssi (2001:18) notices, in the West the 

word ‘harem’ is given pejorative connotations that evoke  a sentiment of shame.  

This article targets the exploration of intergroup contact, mainly Arab 

women’s relations with mainstream society in America and Britain. It begins by 

reference to background of Arab immigration, the development of the notion of 

                                                           
1
 A. Lueg, ‗the Perception of Islam in Western Debate‘ the Next Threat: Western Perceptions 

of Islam, p.18. 
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identity and cultural difference so as sketch out, as a final step, the different 

tendencies of Arab women with respect to existence and coexistence within 

heterogeneous societies. 

 

Background to Arab immigration 

 

America and Britain are two English-speaking countries that were a 

destination of immigrants from the Arab world. During the period of the Great 

Migration in the American history, which extends from 1880 to 1924, significant 

waves of Arabs entered the United States, including immigrants from "Greater 

Syria” which includes present-day Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine (McCarus, 

1994:23). Most of them were farmers or artisans who were seeking better 

opportunities elsewhere. They settled mainly in the cities of New York, Boston, 

Detroit, Chicago, and Cleveland, but they could also be found in every state in the 

United States, in small towns as Arab populations tended to disperse 

geographically, particularly in the American South where their major economic 

activity was trade (Abu-Laban, Suleiman 1989:84). 

If the first wave of Arab immigrants was unqualified, the recent arrivals 

constituted a component of educated, bilingual, politicized immigrants that belong 

to middle-class backgrounds and formed a diverse group either religiously or 

geographically (McCarus, 1994, Naff 1985). In general, Arab immigration was 

motivated by the pursuit of better economic opportunities and the desire to escape 

the political and military chaos that dominated the Arab region.  

Arabs in Britain originate from a wide spectrum of Arab countries like Iraq, 

Jordan, Syria, Egypt, and Yemen. Their presence in Britain is largely related to the 

colonial past of Britain in the Arab region.  In the nineteen century, Yemeni seamen 

sailed with British ships from Aden which was under British control; some of them 

stayed in Britain where their ships docked, and began working in the British navy, 

or the burgeoning rail network (Halliday 1992). At the same period, a number of 

Somalis, Syrians and Lebanese settled also around British ports as a result of 

serving on British ships, mainly in Manchester.  

  Large-scale Arab immigration began after 1945, with Palestinians fleeing 

Zionist ethnic cleansing, Egyptians and Sudanese coming for professional 

advancement and later Moroccans seeking a better life as the post-war economic 

boom and the ensuing labour shortages led to Britain’s active recruitment of 
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migrant labour (El solh 1992: 240). London’s East End, Tyneside, Liverpool and 

Cardiff became centres of small Arab communities (Lawless, 1995).  Political 

instability in the home countries continued to be a major reason behind Arab 

immigration and in the 80’s and 90’s, mainly from Iraq, Sudan, Algeria, and 

Somalia. Greater London is the main centre for British Arabs; but there are also 

traditional areas of Arab settlement, such as Sheffield, where many Yemenis moved 

to work in the steel industry.  

Once in the Diaspora, Arabs started to bring their families and many 

associations emerged to forge an educational and cultural forum. The tendency of 

Arab community in the Diaspora to set up their own organisations reveals the 

concern they attach to the question of culture and identity in terms of 

perpetuation of traditions, religious practices and language. To prepare the ground 

for the discussion of the impact of cultural diversity on relations of Arab women 

with mainstream society in America and Britain, it is crucial to have a look initially 

at the definition of the term “identity” and its implications. 

 

On the notion of identity 

 

Immigration movements around the world knocked over the relative 

homogeneity of modern societies where the plural aspect is becoming more visible. 

Cultural pluralism is thus a dominant aspect of many societies in America and 

Europe. The question of identity arises in a multicultural environment where 

individuals and groups raise questions about their cultural particularity and the 

suitable manner to bear on their singularity. Emergence of this concept and its 

circulation in human sciences are attributed to the psychologist Erik Erikson. He 

was the first to suggest the notion of identity through the concept of 'identity 

crisis', while studying changes undergone by Indians facing modernity in the United 

States. His studies scrutinise identity crisis and conflicts resulting from double 

belonging. The term 'identity' spread widely in human sciences in the sixties in 

America with the claims of the black minority to uphold their economic and cultural 

rights. The claim for one’s identity is the major factor behind conflicts, political 

activities and demonstrations of ethnic minorities in different parts of the globe as 

the case of the Basques in Spain, the Kurds in Turkey and the Kabyle people in 

Algeria. Several authors from a variety of disciplines attempted to define the 

concept of identity like Erik Erikson, Margaret Mead, Henri Tajfel, and Basil 
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Bernstein. 

Identity as a notion refers to a set of elements that individualizes a person 

and implies the existence of another person who is different. According to Edmond 

Marc Lipiansky, identity appears in a paradoxical way through a relation of 

difference and sameness (Saez, 1995:35). The construction of identity is built on 

two poles of differentiation and identification in relation to our surroundings. The 

dialectic differentiation / resemblance that ensures the fundamental and 

paradoxical nature of identity is described by Edmond-Marc Liapiansky as a 

dialectic union of two processes:  an identification one by which  individuals appear 

similar to  others and a differentiation process by which they take distance from 

others designed as  culturally different (Tap, 1980: 35).  

Individuals recognise sameness and shrink from difference in process of 

ebb and flow at the time of contact with others cultural groups. Hence, Ting-

Toomey (1998) adds another process which is the dialectic security /vulnerability 

through which individuals strike a balance between the need for the recognition of 

their existence as different and an inherent uncertainty resulting from their 

interactions with others. The concern for the preservation of one’s identity is 

caught not only between the two poles of differentiation and resemblance, but 

between four poles: security/vulnerability and differentiation / resemblance. 

Individuals combine, when manifesting their identity, three-dimensions of identity: 

the perception of the self, the representation of others and the image generated by 

the perception of others (Pollak, 990: 276). Identity has therefore a cultural and 

communicational aspect with diverse facets. It is the image of the self for the self 

and a potential representation of a person by another one.    

 

Research method and sample 

 

The present study is an attempt to shed light on intergroup contact 

through the study of the case of Arab women in America and Britain. It is designed 

to highlight the various tendencies that dominate Arab women contacts with the 

mainstream society. Our qualitative analysis is intended to check out hindrance of 

out-group contact. We conducted interviews, in order to assess the relationship 

between gender and intergroup contact, with 76 Arab-American women and 89 

British-Arab women from different national origins, ages and socio-economic 

status, identified through Arab associations. The sample which is mixed in terms of 
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religious affiliation and nationality ranges in age from 20’s to 55 years old with both 

first and second generation immigrants. The overwhelming majority of 

interviewees are Lebanese, or Iraqi, but also present in the group are women who 

were born or originating in Egypt, Sudan and Morocco. The criteria for selecting 

participants were their willingness to take part in the study. The aim of the study, 

however, was not to make empirical generalisations about Arab women, but to 

explore the manner they endeavour to live in heterogeneous societies. Non-

random sampling techniques were particularly conducive in this sense. In fact, they 

were effective in drawing attention to the major tendencies of Arab women with 

regard to out-group contact. 

 

Arab women and out-group contact 

 

Gender is a powerful determinant of the dealings of Arabs in the Diaspora. 

The ways women interact with the host society are clearly different from those of 

men. Women bear more on the anti-assimilation tendency than men and tend 

usually to emphasize differences and heterogeneity in relation to others. Their 

social relations are more confined to members of their ethnic group. This restricted 

contact with in-group reveals that Arab women operate within established ethnic 

boundaries, where indigenous cultural norms and values shape their contacts and 

relations (Read, 2004). However, migration may be a driving force behind women’s 

compulsion for integration given that the new cultural environment may modify 

their perceptions. This may give birth to the reconceptualisation of their 

convictions and habits. Renegotiation of religious and cultural identity discloses a 

process of adaptation and reformulation of cultural values. For Arab women, 

reconciliation of cultural differences and establishment of contacts with 

mainstream society is far from being a harmonious and painless process.  Opposing 

and sometimes clashing attitudes give tongue to ambivalent feelings which mark 

issues of cultural identity and race relations. Our study reveals that, regarding out-

group contact, attitudes of Arab women are torn between a tendency of 

conservatism that sets as limits frequenting the in-group, an inclination of a mosaic 

identity with developed bonds with others cultural groups, whereas a break in the 

relations with the co-ethnics and the adoption of cultural norms of the host 

societies dominate the life of a category of Arab women. 
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Tendency of restraint and adherence to ideals of cultural singularity 

 

Both in America and Britain, Arab women draw boundaries of inclusion and 

exclusion in light of attachment to cultural singularity. Degree of involvement in 

social relations with the mainstream society differs between them. The choice of 

withdrawal into one’s culture and rejection of that of the mainstream society 

characterises race relations of a group of Arab women. This option is explained by a 

desire to live without transgression of Arab and Islamic cultural values. Cultural 

divergence, mentality and religious difference are crossroads where this group of 

informants turns his back to out-group contacts. Karima, an Arab American woman 

stresses this tendency: 

“Our cultural values and traditions are different from those of most American 

people. They tolerate drinking, relations without marriage, I do not want my kids 

to get these bad habits, obedience and respect for parents is very important. I feel 

concerned and worried about education of my kids; they have to be dutiful with 

submissive behaviour to our religion and culture…..” 

The exclusive attachment to one’s cultural values is a kind of resistance, a 

response, sometimes, to a fear of assimilation and the loss of cultural traits and 

practices that define them as a distinct entity apart from others. Those who 

espouse such positions are attached to the traditional way of life in the Arab 

society, particularly in its religious dimensions. The concern of an external cultural 

impact and dissolution of cultural identity are the central motives behind 

restriction of intercultural contacts. Frequent relations with members of ethnic, 

religious or national group dominate this group’s contacts, evoking as a reason 

behind the desire to rub elbows with members of their community the question of 

cultural kinship. Hence, the rareness of interaction with members of the 

mainstream society is usually related to an inclination to live in an Arab cultural 

surrounding that resembles that of the country of origin with the same concerns 

and preoccupations as Leila, a British Arab indicates:  

“I know so many British people, but, to tell you the truth, I do not feel at all 

comfortable making social relations with them. You know, they are different. Look, 

when you first go into their house, the way they keep asking if you would like a 

drink and you keep making the point that you do not drink. Even if I talk to them 

about my own problems, they don’t relate to those problems. I need somebody 

from my own culture to understand”  

Adoption of this attitude is characterized by an immersion in the Arab 
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cultural environment. Social life of this group of informants revolves around 

community of compatriots, ethnic and religious group in line with existing links 

before immigration, or other bonds woven after settlement in the host societies. 

Having social relations on the far side of the ethnic and religious group is really 

seldom. This backward step from interpersonal relations outside the ethnic and 

religious group is sometimes ascribed to a growing distrust towards others, 

inadaptability to cultural change, or the acerbity of feelings towards certain cultural 

differences. Most Arab women in this group of informants take a dim view of 

individual liberty that characterizes relations within the mainstream society, mainly 

mores’ release as the viewpoint of this Arab American woman mirrors:  

It scares us, the lifestyle that kids have over here, the drugs, and the sex. Oh look 

they are always kissing in daylight. People start worrying about their children 

growing up in this environment. I want my kids to have a definite sense of 

direction and not to be distracted by things that are foreign to our culture, we 

change our clothes, but our values we can not change them, here people do not 

care about religion… cohabitation is tolerated and marriage between people of the 

same sex is allowed,, honour matters a lot for us”  

This spirit of individual liberty in terms of sexual liberty and cohabitation is 

systematically deplored in a manner that imparts a fear that such attitudes 

permeate Arab families. Morality with respect to sexual behaviour is a virtue Arab 

women endeavour to hand over to their offspring. The protection of honour is 

repeatedly mentioned regardless whether they are Christians or Muslims. The 

accent is on the relation of the community to the surrounding society; it is that 

relation that is raised. The notion of honour ranks Arab women along specific lines 

of conduct and frequentation. The theme of female sexuality dictates their 

orientation in that the preservation of cultural identity and assimilation to the host 

society’s norms are put in opposition. In this sense, the perpetuation of cultural 

identity was gendered, sexualized and disproportionately placed on daughters. 

Their rejection of this vision of Arab womanhood could denote cultural loss and the 

negation, in consequence, of the quality of ‘good Arab woman’. The accent is put 

on eastern values of honor and chastity and rejection of aspects of western culture 

that lead, they believe, to social disrespect for women and many other social ills 

that are contrary to their mores.  

Moreover, the patriarchal nature of the family blocks extension of 

networks of relations beyond religious and ethnic group. The rules of conduct that 

are prescribed to women by the ethnic surrounding and families make their 
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contacts limited to members of their community. They are incited to abide by 

customs and mores of the ethno-religious community and to maintain behavioural 

patterns that are normative in their ethnic group. This control and limitation take a 

stricter dimension for women who are single.  

  Overall, this group of Arab women has been shaped by a culture and a 

religious tradition that are very different from those of the host societies. This is 

clearly manifested in the case of marriage as religious endogamy is a parameter 

governing the possibilities of spousal relationships, mainly among Muslim Arab 

women who refer to Islam as the central criterion to validate the choice of their 

partners. In a word, these Arab women have developed their own cultural values, 

their own definitions of status and prestige within the host societies and tend to 

place greater constraints on intergroup relations.  

 

Tendency of inclusion coupled with a hybrid identity 

 

Contrary to the first tendency, for a group of Arab women maintaining 

cultural integrity is married with integration into the new cultural environment. 

There is an inclination towards the adoption of some cultural traits of the 

mainstream society’s culture and a desire to simultaneously retain the Arab 

culture. It is a kind of hybridization that promotes assimilation and acculturation 

that encourage the incorporation of positive Arab and western cultural traits.  In 

contrast to the conservatism of the first group, for the proponents of this trend, 

change is no longer seen as an evil, but rather as a vital necessity. These Arab 

women tend to have modern interpretations of religious concepts and to reconcile 

them with values and standards of the new cultural environment. They do not want 

to be isolated members of the host societies, alienated from others due to their 

difference. They rather endeavour to forge a hybrid identity as Hoda, an Arab 

American woman underlines: 

We are supposed to keep our tradition, but I do not see contradiction in identifying 

as an Arab, with being in this country and identifying with the values and traditions 

of this country. There is not really any contradiction; rather it is luck to be enriched 

by the fact that you combine the two cultures. 

Authenticity is a recurrent word in these women’s discourse. However, the 

accent is laid on the necessity to accommodate and adapt to the cultural 

environment in which they live. Authenticity and attachment to tradition are not 
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necessarily constructed on passive and rigid terms. Without talking explicitly of 

assimilation, this group of Arab women evoke the necessity of initiating and 

establishing parameters of dialogue and contact with members of the mainstream 

society. In parallel with the identification with Arab culture, there is a desire to 

establish a harmonious relationship between Arab identity and culture of the host 

societies. The issue of “keeping our tradition” is at the core of concerns and 

preoccupations, but the  movement toward other cultural groups is a  concrete 

recognition on the part of these women that they are no longer temporary 

immigrants. On the contrary, they are, in essence, affirming their belonging to the 

mainstream societies, to two cultures and trying to maintain a presence in both. 

Hence, the emphasis is put on the importance of restructuring an identity 

with deep-roots in Arab culture and a willingness or readiness to receive and 

interact with different cultures and groups. Cultural re-authenticity within the 

context of a new cultural environment means a re-definition of identity that takes 

into account the fact of living in culturally mosaic societies. Arab cultural re-

authenticity emerges as a reaction or an alternative to the stubborn attachment to 

cultural singularity that induces the withdrawal into oneself and sets barriers in 

relation with peoples of different cultures.  In this regard, interviewees stress the 

need to conform to the dominant ways of life and to affirm their compatibility with 

the mainstream societies. To put it another way, relation with the host societies is 

built on dichotomy of belonging and maintaining an Arab identity and culture. Their 

affirmation of cultural singularity is combined with notions of assimilations and 

integration as this Arab American woman states:   

 We have to participate in civic work, to become part of the mainstream, we 

should take part in all activities in the society as our own society, and we have to 

avoid looking as outsiders, I don’t see that being an Arab is related to wearing a 

headgear. It is essential to integrate into the mainstream, to establish bonds, not 

to be immersed in your own micro-community, to become American, not 

Americanized. 

Whereas some women turn to Islam and cultural singularity as the only 

possible path to either maintain or indeed achieve both personal and social 

advancement in a context of dislocation in different societies, other Arab women 

show flexibility in practising Islam and admit different behaviours, adopting a 

hyphenated identity in a more progressive manner in their intergroup contacts.  

More importantly, Arab women who renegotiate the question of religious and 

cultural identity construct their own versions of authenticity by reformulating and 
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accommodating diverse cultural and religious practices. This position is mirrored in 

interpersonal relations which exceed ethnic and religious limits, setting thus 

intergroup bonds. If co-ethnic relations are advocated by a group of informants in a 

more steadfast way to a degree of isolation, another group of Arab women moves 

towards other cultures and ethnic groups in a process of forging a new identity.  

 

Arab women:  between Americanized and Anglicized?  

 

Acculturation refers to changes that occur within a society or culture when 

two different cultural groups come into direct continuous contact (Bastide, 1998). 

It is a process in which members of one cultural group adopt beliefs and behaviours 

of another group. Although a minority group usually adopts habits and language 

patterns of the dominant group, acculturation can be reciprocal, that is, the 

dominant group can also adopt patterns typical of the minority group. In the 

sample used for this study, for some Arab women, the significance of either 

religious practices or cultural identity may shift. Accused of capitulating to a 

western hegemonic culture, which they have assimilated, this group of Arab 

women wish to define themselves in their own terms, resisting and contesting the 

rhetoric of cultural identity. Salima, an Arab American woman from Michigan 

states: 

Really, I tried not to get in touch with people from my own community. You know, 

actually, I do not like the fact that they talk about each other and they expect you 

to behave in a certain way. I did not want the stigma of this woman goes out, I did 

not want to see that in people’s eyes. I wanted lead a life as I like”  

These Arab women have been assimilated into culture of the mainstream 

societies, adapting themselves to its norms and customs. It is a deliberate 

inculcation of an “American or British” code of conduct and a break with Arab 

culture. They are totally detached from their previous cultural background to which 

they are unable to re-assimilate themselves.  They behave like ordinary British or 

American citizens and prefer to be considered as British or American. Members of 

their community design them as Anglicized or Americanized Arab women. This 

means that they have become culturally “lost” and eventually separated from their 

community. Their attitudes, values and norms are indistinguishable from those of 

their native counterparts. Despite their efforts to reconcile themselves with the 

prevailing culture, their religious roots and cultural tradition create some ambiguity 
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and conflict within them, leading to pattern of behaviour reminiscent, sometimes, 

of the undetermined identity.  

Adaptation to western culture and secularization in social life crystallize 

this group of Arab women. They seem to be involved in multiplex secular social 

relationship with non-Arabs and are less oriented towards Arab cultural and 

religious values. Once this degree of social interaction and assimilation is attained, 

many viewpoints on Arab and Islamic values, social communication and the 

performance of religious rituals are modified. This shows significant divergences 

from orientations and practices of other groups of Arab women, especially those 

who uphold, defend and promote what has been called “resistant identity”. For the 

youth, in particular, all the trappings of western culture, relations before marriage, 

occasional drinking are culturally accepted norms, and religion has no relevance to 

their present lives. Typically, they have adopted a new identity as a consequence of 

social interaction with the mainstream societies.   

The extent to which ethnic intermarriage occurs is widely accepted as an 

important indicator of assimilation and identification. This group of Arab women 

advocate marriage outside their religious and ethnic group, evoking the constraints 

that marriage with a person of the same group may engender. Exogamous 

marriage is a way to escape the social rules seen as barriers to the smooth conduct 

of marital life.  Unlike the previous group who sticks to endogamy and have a 

stronger cultural adherence to the marital ideals of their community, this group of 

Arab women favour intermarriage which weakens ethnic attachments and increase 

contacts with potential mates from other groups. Christian Arab women are more 

likely to out-marry than Muslims who are subjected to stronger social control, 

particularly in the choice of an appropriate marriage partner. 

  

Conclusion 

 

 Arab women adopt multiple ways concerning race relations within the new 

cultural environment. On the one hand, some Arab women appropriate cultural 

singularity as the only alternative to assimilation and cultural homogenisation 

which, for many of them, are perceived as immediate dangers of identity loss. This 

reflects a global phenomenon whereby cultural identity is constructed as an arena 

untouched by western globalisation and is propounded as the culturally authentic 

alternative to western modernity (Tucker, 1993:52). In a context of migration, the 
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assumption of an Arab identity with its religious and cultural facets involves 

drawing boundaries which define belonging to community of Arabs and Muslims, a 

local and transnational universal community. The fear of dissolution of their 

cultural difference, the assumption of cultural symbols and rituals and the 

socialisation in an Arab environment respond to the need to make this difference 

and identity visible. Women embrace an Arab and Islamic identity as an attempt to 

distinguish themselves from western society, a society deplored as a disordered 

one where the family is fragmented and women’s bodies are exhibited as objects. 

 On the other hand, another group of Arab women are engaged in a 

process of identity reconstruction in an endeavour to adapt to the new cultural 

environment. Advocating the preservation of cultural specificity is associated with 

identification with the mainstream society. Hence, openness is the key feature that 

characterise their relations with other cultural groups. These Arab women 

construct a model of identity that bring into consonance Arab cultural traditions 

and western values of society. It is apparent that religion and cultural identity 

affect women's contacts decisions. However, some women do not assign 

significance to religion and cultural identity in their lives and tend to shrink from 

traditional conservatism of their community. These women adopt a more liberal 

attitude that is not bound by religious and cultural considerations. Cultural 

assimilation is greater among Arab women with longer exposure to the norms of 

the host society and relations with mainstream society differ among them. Those 

born in the Arab world have kinship networks and an attachment to indigenous 

cultural norms with an inclination to associate mostly with people from their ethnic 

group. Native born Arab women, on the contrary, shift from this tendency to adopt 

a more progressive attitude in their intergroup contacts. Arab women’s relation 

with mainstream society is affected by their degree of ethnic identification and 

religiosity, given that Arab kinship networks and religious circles tend to favour a 

more conservative attitude.  

 If ups and downs characterise relations of Arab women with the host 

society, it is important to stress, as a final point, that intergroup relations in this 

case cannot be dissociated from the international context. Beyond any doubt, 

geopolitical problems have an impact on the internal situation in that the 

relationship between the mainstream societies and Arab communities is shaken by 

events in the Arab world. The whole life in Diaspora has been punctuated by the 

news of the Middle East, news of wars, conflicts, killings and after the wars, the 
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prejudice against minorities, mainly Arabs and Muslims, and the whole media 

portrayal of them tend to cloud race relations in general.  Medias install barriers 

and impede tolerance and acceptance of cultural diversity by conveyance of an 

image of mainstream society that is white, Anglo-Saxon under threat of other 

cultures that endanger its values (Poole, 2002). The representation of Arabs or 

Muslims either stresses cultural deviance or religious fanaticism. As a result, in the 

irregularities which characterise writings of the western elite about the Arab world 

and Islam, (Huntington, 1998, Fallaci (2002), cultural otherness is represented as an 

ultimate excuse to dismiss the other whose religion and culture are taken 

incompatible with “living together”. 

 

Bibliography 

Altorki, S. (1988) Arab women in the Field: Studying yours own Society, Syracuse: Syracuse University 
press. 

Abu-Laban, B., Suleiman, M.,(1989) Arab Americans: Community and Change, Belmont, Mass., 
Association of Arab-American University Graduates. 

Alloula, M. (1986) the colonial Harem. Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press. 
Baugnet, L. (1998) l’identité Sociale, Paris : Dunod. 
Bastide, R. (1998)  Acculturation, in Encyclopedia Universalis, 1-114 c et suivant. 
Brewer, M., Miller, N.(2003) Intergroup Relations, Buckingham ; Philadelphia : Open University Press. 
Cainker, L. (1996) « Immigrant Palestinian women Evaluate their lives »pp. 41-59 in Barbara C. Aswad 

and Barbara B. (eds) Family and Gender among American Muslims: Issues facing Middle 
Eastern Immigrants and their Descendants. Philadelphia: temple University Press. 

Dubar, C. (2000) La Crise des Identités : l’Interprétation d’une mutation.  Paris: PUF. 
Deaden. (1975) Arab Women, London, Minority Rights Group. 
Fallaci, O. (2002)  La Rage et l’Orgueil, paris : Plon. 
Fortier, C. (1997) Les Individus au Coeur du Social, Laval : les Presses de l’Université Laval. 
Lawless, R.(1995), From Ta'izz to Tyneside : an Arab community in the North-East of England during the 

early twentieth century, Exeter, Devon : University of Exeter Press.  
Morokvasic, M. (1984) ‘Birds of passage are also women’ International migration review, 18, 68:886-

907. 
Mernissi, F. (2001) le Harem et l’Occident, paris : Albin Michel. 
Minces, J. (1980) la femme dans le Monde Arabe, Editions Mazarine. 
Khol, K. H. (1989) Cherchez la femme d’Orient’ in H. Budde and G. Sievernich (eds), Europa und der 

Orient 800-1900. Berlin. P.356-376. 
Tucker, J. (ed) (1993) Arab Women: Old Boundaries, New Frontiers, Indiana Press University. 
 Huntington, S. (1998) the Clash of civilizations and the remaking of world order. London, New York: 

Touchstone. 
Hentsch, T. (1987) L'Orient imaginaire : la vision politique occidentale de l'Est méditerranéen, Paris : Ed 

de Minuit. 

http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=5/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Belmont,
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=5/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Mass.
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=5/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Association
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=5/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Arab-American
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=5/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=University
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=5/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Graduates
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=2/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Buckingham
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=2/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Philadelphia
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=2/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Open
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=2/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=University
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=2/TTL=2/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Press
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=7/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=From+Ta%CA%BFizz+to+Tyneside
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=7/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Exeter,
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=7/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Devon
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=7/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=University
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=7/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Exeter
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=7/TTL=1/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Press
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=14/TTL=1/SHW?FRST=3


                      
Mohamed BENITTO 

JIMS - Volume 4, number 1, 2010 

 

34 
 

Halliday, F. (1992) Arabs in Exile: Yemeni Migrants in Urban Britain, London: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd 
Publishers. 

Moghissi, H. (2006) Muslim Diaspora: Gender, Culture and Identity, London: Loutledge. Mucchielli, A. 
(1986) l’identité, Paris: PUF. 

Naff, A., (1985) Becoming American: the Early Immigrant Experience, Illinois: Southern Illinois University 
Press. 

Poole, E. (2002), reporting Islam: Media representation of British Muslim, London, NY: I. B. Tauris. 
Read, J. G. (2004) Culture, Class, and Work among Arab-American Women, New York: LFB Scholarly 

Publishing LLC. 
Hewstone, M., Brown, R. (eds) (1986) Contact and Conflict in intergroup encounters, Oxford: Blackwell. 
Shakir, E. (1997), Bint Arab: Arab and Arab American in the United States, Westport: Praeger. 
Saez, J. (1995) Identités Cultures et Territoires. Paris: Desclée de Brouwer. 
Sloh, C. (1994) Muslim Women’s Choices: religious belief and social reality. Providence: Berg. 
Swanson, C. (1996) “Ethnicity, Marriage and Role Conflict: the Dilemma of a Second-Generation Arab-

American” pp.241-49 in Family and Gender among Arab Muslims 
Stephen Bochner, S. (ed) (1982), Cultures in Contact: Studies in Cross-cultural interaction. Oxford, NY: 

Pergamon Press. 
Tap, P. (ed)  (1980) Identité Individuelle et Personnalisation. Toulouse: Pivat. 

 

http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=2/TTL=20/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=LFB
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=2/TTL=20/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Scholarly
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=2/TTL=20/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Publishing
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/DB=2.1/SET=2/TTL=20/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=LLC


                      
Journal of Identity and Migration Studies 

Volume 4, number 1, 2010 

35 
 

 

 

 

Career Satisfaction and Willingness to Contribute to Malaysian 

Economy: Skilled Migrants in Malaysia 
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Abstract. This article examines the effects of immigrants’ perceptions of their contribution 
to the host country, access to equal opportunities and government support on their career 
satisfaction. Results suggested that expatriates’ willingness to contribute to the host 
country have a significant positive association with their career satisfaction. Expatriates’ 
positive perceptions on equal opportunities to be successful are also significantly related 
directly to their career satisfaction. Results support the view that the expatriates’ optimistic 
perceptions towards the host country will enhance the quality of their career undertakings. 
Government should adopt a light touch towards the problem, by providing entry relaxation 
for them and promoting Malaysia as an attractive working and living environment.  
 
Keywords: Career satisfaction, contribution, equal opportunity, government support, 
Malaysia 
 

 

Introduction 

 

“The geographical circulation of intellectual elites and the transfer of 

knowledge”, is a phenomenon of the twentieth century (Ash and Söllner, 1996). In 

fifty years, the movement of skilled people has gone from “brain drain” to the 

“international exchange of human resources”. While much skilled migration was 

once forced by conflict or by ethnic discrimination, it now includes a search for 

greater opportunities, better life chances and lifestyle and the globalisation as well 

as liberalisation of opportunities in newly developing countries, such as Malaysia. A 

global labour market now exists in some occupations where a person’s skill is his or 

her greatest asset to be bought and sold. 

As a developing country and moving towards achieving the status of a 

newly industrialised country, the level of local technology and skills in Malaysia is 

relatively low as compared to countries like Singapore, Hong Kong, Republic of 

Korea, and Taiwan. To move up the chain value, via the ladder of dynamic 



                      
Chuie-Hong TAN 

JIMS - Volume 4, number 1, 2010 

 

36 
 

comparative advantage, Malaysia needs to produce goods based on higher 

value added in terms of improved product design and development which in 

turn, requires not only substantial inflows of foreign financial resources but also 

the training of higher skilled professionals and workers. Moreover it is also 

imperative for Malaysia economy to improve labour market competitiveness 

through maintaining competitive wages, and providing a sufficient supply of 

manpower and skilled workers. Although levies are still imposed on foreign 

professionals, the government is considering to offer incentives for work in the 

information technology industry in Malaysia as part of that country’s efforts to 

play a central role in the information ‘super-highway’ (Manning, 2000). 

 

Skilled immigrants in Malaysia 

 

Skilled or highly skilled labour is usually defined as having university 

degrees or extensive experience in a given field. It includes highly skilled 

specialists, independent executives and senior managers, specialised 

technicians or trades-people, investors, physicians, business people and sub-

contract workers (Steiner and Mohr, 1998; OECD SOPEMI, 1997). Individuals in 

these categories may seek to maximise return on investment in their education 

and training by moving around the world in search of the highest paid or most 

rewarding employment. Others seek to take their skills where they feel they will 

be better able to use their capabilities and enjoy superior conditions of work 

and existence. 

In Malaysia, the flows of the highly skilled are associated essentially 

with the development of international business, transnational corporations and 

banks, and the transfer of government officials and international civil servants 

of one type or another. Foreign professional, technical and skilled workers 

working in Malaysia are commonly referred to as “expatriates” and they hold an 

employment pass. In the public sector, the expatriates mainly hold diplomatic 

posts in foreign embassies or as consultants for government agencies; while in 

the private sector, the expatriate managers are mostly positioned in 

Multinational Corporations that run business operations. 

Malaysia has adopted more restrictive policies towards foreign 

professionals in the early 1990s. Malaysia has imposed an annual business levy 

of several thousand dollars in the early 1990s (Ruppert, 1999). The process of 
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entering Malaysia as a foreign skilled labour takes a period of time. An initial 

step requires that persons satisfy employment requirements before their 

applications for migration are assessed. Principal applicants must meet one of 

the three employment criteria: occupation must be on an approved general 

occupations list; on a designated occupations list; or they have employment in 

Malaysia. The movement of skilled labours is not restricted by a numerical limit 

but they must have pre-arranged employment with a Malaysian employer in 

one of the occupations covered by the agreement. Normally, they arrive as 

contract workers to meet shortages or as skilled transients. Skilled migrants can 

enter the country only as designated employees.  

Records on expatriates started only in mid-1997 with an estimated 

12,600 labours. There was an open entry policy by skilled labours and 

professionals from any country except Israel and Yugoslavia. Malaysia received 

expatriates from well over 100 different countries with the majority coming 

from the United Kingdom, Japan and India. Generally, they were found 

occupying top managerial and executive positions in the private sector, mostly 

multinationals. In Malaysia, expatriates whose professions are related to 

Information, Communication and Technology sector are allowed to enter into 

Malaysia at the age of 21 years and above as compared to other professions in 

which their age must be 27 years and above (Immigration Department, 2004). 

The expatriate may hold the post for up to ten years. Within one year of the 

expatriates’ arrival, a training programme must begin for a Malaysian to fill the 

position (The Economic Intelligent Unit, 2005). 

 

Challenges perceived by the expatriates 

 

It is inevitable that the necessity of learning new customs and, often, a 

new language is a must for international migrants. As Elashmawi (2000, 

February 19) mentioned, expatriates tend to bring along their “culture 

baggage” and when cultural clashes occur, misunderstanding and 

misconceptions may result out of it. Living in a new environment, expatriates 

are bound to face challenges and make adjustments in their life-styles in order 

to stay and work effectively (Ward and Rana-Deuba, 2000; Zakaria, 2000). There 

are expatriates who find that the challenges have an influence towards their  

decision to reconsider staying in the host country (Aycan, 1997). 
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Specific institutional policies in the host country could also be 

important. The intake of expatriates in Malaysia has always been governed by 

strict criteria aimed at ensuring technology transfer and fair promotion 

opportunities for Malaysians. Firms are required to prove that suitable 

Malaysians are not available for these careers, and that Malaysians are being 

trained to take over. In Malaysia, a very fair share of immigrants obtains a 

Malaysian citizenship. It takes a very long and arduous process so much so that 

the immigrants interest to be naturalised wears off in the end. 

Tiebout (1956) argued that if a sufficient number of communities exist 

to accomodate the different types of individual preferences, individuals will 

organise themselves into communities that provide the public good they want. 

In a globalising world in which citizens are highly mobile, the theorem would 

also be useful in explaining international migration. The quality of public 

domain is of vital concern to many policy makers. The institutions that govern 

the production of public goods and services face growing tensions arising from 

demographic change, globalisation, and related public policies and proposed 

policy reforms. 

Not many studies have been done on the arena of expatriates in 

Malaysia. Most of the research focused on the unskilled foreign labour and 

illegal immigrants (Nayagam, 1992; Pillai, 1992; Athukorala, 1993; Pang, 1993; 

Kanapathy, 2001; Kassim, 2000). Mohd. Tahir and Ismail (2007) explored 

challenges faced by the expatriates and adjustments made to the challenges. In-

depth interviews were conducted with 20 male and female expatriates working 

in various firms and institutions in Malaysia. The study highlighted the 

psychological, socio-cultural and work challenges. Adjustments were based on 

individual initiatives based on the psychological and mental strengths of the 

expatriates, combined with efforts of peer expatriates, parent firms and host 

organisations.  

Surienty (2005) examined the spillover effects of work and non-work 

factors on Malaysia expatriate international adjustment. Findings indicate that 

role discretion and role conflict of work-related factors, and favourable 

destination of non-work factors have direct within-domain and cross-domain 

relationships with expatriates international adjustment. Expatriates who are 

high in commitment have decreasing work adjustment as role clarity increases. 

Culture novelty shows only a within-domain effect towards general adjustment.  
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Framework and hypotheses 

 

The definition of well-being of expatriates includes but extends beyond 

the narrower concepts of material well-being or living standards. For example, 

to achieve full participation in the host society and make contribution to the 

host country, opportunities offered by the society and governmental support 

are essential aspects. In this study, perceptions of the expatriates on their 

willingness to contribute, equal opportunities and government support that 

determine their quality work life will be analyzed. 

To develop a set of indicators of settlement success of the expatriates in 

the host country requires a conceptual framework for examining their outcome 

in staying in Malaysia. Career satisfaction in the host country can be achieved if 

the expatriates are active in economic and social participation. In other words, 

the expatriates show willingness to contribute to the host country economically 

and socially. The expatriates must be self-reliant and treated as valued 

members too. The sense of belonging and being accepted in the host society 

are important in the settlement success of expatriates. Besides that, the 

government also plays a crucial role in imposing legislations and regulations 

relating to the rights of expatriates as well as providing resources. 

The processes of integrating into the existing social structures and the 

quality of these connections improve the career satisfaction of the expatriates. 

Settlement success and long-term integration into the community are hindered 

if expatriates are concentrated among the disadvantaged. In keeping with this 

approach, the expatriates’ perceptions of their contributions to Malaysia, equal 

opportunities to make a success and governmental support are essential in the 

integration processes. Figure 1 shows a conceptual framework of processes of 

integration involving the expatriates, society and host government. 

To achieve full participation in the host society, it is inevitable that 

expatriates need to make contribution to the host country. The willingness of the 

expatriates to join into the host society may have great impact in their career 

satisfaction. The sense of belonging to the host country may be more fulfilling for 

the expatriates to participate economically through their career aspect. Hence, it is 

presumed that the more willingness the expatriate to contribute to the host 

country, the more likely he or she will be satisfied with their career. This 

supposition is explored in H1: 
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H1. Expatriates willingness to contribute to the host country have a 

positive association with their career satisfaction. 

 

FIGURE 1: Processes of integration: A conceptual framework. 
 

A study by Rita Mae Kelly (1998), suggests that for citizens to remain 

satisfied as customers, they need some broader and comprehensive information 

assuring that either all were treated equally, or if people were treated differently, 

they were treated equitably and fairly according to various criteria that are 

accepted for valid reasons. This implication of equal opportunities can be also 

applied in the arena of expatriates. Hence, expatriates who have positive 

perceptions on equal opportunities to make a success in the host country maybe 

more satisfied in their career. H2 examines this presumption: 

 

H2. Expatriates’ positive perceptions on equal opportunities to make a 

success are directly related to their career satisfaction. 

 

Expatriates are attracted to cities because of career opportunities that 

makes the agglomeration itself of positive local amenities. Expatriates move away 

from environmental hazards like polluted cities is a case of migration in response to 

negative local amenities. In this study, the quality of public domain depends on 

how expatriates perceive in which (mainly government) institutions functions and 

the degree to which good and services produced by these institutions are valued. 

Perceptions of the quality of the public domain are therefore a reflection of both 
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the goods and the governance institutions that try to correct negative local 

amenities of individual action (Kaul and Mendoza, 2004). According to Asma (1996, 

February 16), the foreigners during their stay in Malaysia commented the issues of 

the local public services, cleanliness, environment awareness and restricted local 

media. This supposition is investigated in H3: 

 

H3. Host government support is positively related to the career 

satisfaction among the expatriates. 

 

Method 

 

Sample 
The sample was drawn from expatriates currently staying and working in 

the areas of Klang Valley for at least one year. With reference to a study done by 

Tung (1998), majority of the expatriates took six to twelve months to feel 

comfortable living in a new cultural setting. Around 70 per cent of the expatriates 

in Malaysia were concentrated in the big cities such as Kuala Lumpur, Cyberjaya 

and Petaling Jaya (Yong, 2006). They were professionals working in higher 

education institutions and Multinational Corporations (MNCs). The participants 

were chosen through purposive sampling, whereby it “is based on the assumption 

that the researcher wants to discover, understand and gain insight and therefore 

select a sample from which most can be learned” (Merriam, 1998). Purposive 

technique is widely used in exploratory studies (Cooper and Schindler, 2001; Davis, 

2000) and since the current study was also exploratory in nature, the use of this 

sampling technique was justified. 

Data were gathered through a self-administered questionnaire, which was 

distributed in the month of May 2006-July 2006 in the Klang Valley. A self-

administered survey methodology was used due to cost effectiveness, reach and 

convenience of this tool for both respondents and researchers (Dillman, 2000). The 

survey methodology also provided the capacity to reveal quantitative differences in 

perceptions among subjects. Respondents were ensured that individual responses 

were anonymous. To ensure the quality of the data collected, all completed 

questionnaires were checked for completeness and consistency of responses. The 

interviewers were required to revisit the respondents to rectify mistakes that were 

detected. The global response rate was 90 per cent. A total of 121 valid 

questionnaires were received. The SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) 
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software was used for data entry and analyses. Computer editing was carried out 

to check for inconsistency of responses and out-of-range codes.  

 

Profile of Respondents 
Characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 1 in this section. In the 

sample, 81.0 per cent of the expatriates surveyed are males and 19.0 per cent are 

females. The sample comprises 29.8 per cent Muslims, 28.1 per cent Hindus, 26.4 

per cent Christians, 13.2 per cent Buddhists and 2.5 per cent others. The majority 

of the expatriates (66.1 per cent) are between 21-40 years old while 33.9 per cent 

of them belong to the age group 41 years old and above. A total of 41.3 per cent of 

the expatriates originate from South Asia, 25.6 per cent come from Europe, 12.4 

per cent from Middle East, 9.9 per cent from Japan while the rest from South East 

Asia, USA and Australia.  

 

TABLE 1: Profile of respondents 

Demographic characteristics % Demographic characteristics % 

Age group  Country of origin  
   21-30 14.9    South East Asia 6.6 
   31-40 51.2    South Asia 41.3 
   41-50 19.8    Japan 9.9 
   Above 50 14.0    Middle east 12.4 
Gender      Europe 25.6 
   Male 81.0    USA 2.5 
   Female 19.0    Australia 1.7 
Marital status  Monthly income  
   Single 18.2    RM5,000 or less 50.4 
   Married 81.8    RM5,001 – RM10,000 24.0 
Religion     More than RM10,000 25.6 
   Muslim  29.8 Years of stay since arrived  
   Buddhist 13.2    5 years or less 66.9 
   Hindu 28.1    6-10 years 25.6 

   Christian 26.4    More than 10 years 7.4 
   Others 2.5 Reason of migration  
Languages spoken     Work 76.0 
   English 100    Study and later work 3.3 
   Malay 0    Work and study 12.4 
     Follow spouse and later work 9.1 

 

All the expatriates are well versed with English but none of them speaks 



 
Career Satisfaction and Willingness to Contribute to Malaysian Economy 

JIMS - Volume 4, number 1, 2010 

 

43 
 

Malay Language. English is the language of commerce and normally used in the 

working office. However, Malay is the first language in Malaysia. It is the language 

of instruction and almost all daily interchange in Malaysia. Therefore, proficiency 

with the Malay Language is an important indicator of the ability of expatriates to 

participate fully in Malaysian society. Restrictions upon social intercourse and the 

formation of friendship networks apply if a person living in Malaysia is unable to 

communicate adequately in the Malay language. For such people, networks will be 

confined very largely to people speaking the same ethnic language and English-

speaking people. 

About half of the sample has monthly income of RM5,000 or less. Out of 

this poorest group of expatriates, about 68.9 per cent of them have less than 5 

years of experience upon arriving in Malaysia and majority of them aged between 

21-40 years old. A total of 24.0 per cent of the expatriates has a monthly income of 

RM5,001-RM10,000 and these respondents are likely to have more than 5 years of 

working experience upon arriving to Malaysia. 25.6 per cent of the expatriates who 

are in the highest earning group (more than RM10,000) have more than 10 years of 

experience and hold top managerial position. 

It is observed that the majority of the expatriates (76.0 per cent) come to 

Malaysia for work reason while 12.4 per cent of them come to work and study at 

the same time. A total 9.1 per cent of the sample are ‘trailing spouse’ who later 

find full-time career and 3.3 per cent arrived as students and later work to support 

themselves. Participation in education is an important component of social 

participations since this is likely to contribute to their integration into the labour 

force. 

 

Instrument 
Three categories which consisted of “contribution to Malaysia”, “equal 

opportunities to make a success”, and “host government support to expatriates” 

were measured on a seven-point scale. The increasing point indicated the higher 

the level of agreement with the statements. These items were measured using a 

scale of 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. Cronbach’s alpha was computed 

to test the reliability for the three categories. 

Contributions to Malaysia was measured by seven items developed by 

Kofodimos (1995). One sample item was “I care much and try to make Malaysia a 

good community to live in”. This general affective measure was intended to 

capture the extent to which the respondents’ willingness to contribute and 
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integrate into the host society. Equal opportunities to make a success was 

measured by three items and drawn from the work of Greenhaus et al. (1990). One 

sample item was “In general, everyone has an equal chance of getting ahead in 

Malaysian society”. The items measure the expression of equal opportunity to 

settle successfully in Malaysia. Perceptions of the local government assessed the 

extent to which respondents had been provided support and direct assistance by 

the host government, in the form of law, facilities and environment. Five indicators 

of host government support were included. One sample item was “The government 

provides basic services such as health care and legal services to expatriates”. 

The quality in the expatriates work is assessed in terms of their career 

satisfaction illustrated over a five-point Likert scale ranging from very dissatisfied to 

very satisfied. Consistent with the work by Andrews and Withey (1976) and Wong 

et al. (2000), this study suggests a set of 4 life domains to evaluate the quality of 

career of the expatriates in Malaysia. Each domain of life is then rated on a five-

point Likert scale by the expatriates to indicate their perception of satisfaction with 

that domain. The sample domains involve ‘specific career responsibilities’, 

‘expected performance standards’, ‘supervisions and guidance of subordinates’ and 

‘interacting with Malaysian colleagues’. 

Hierarchical regression analysis was employed to examine the relationships 

among the perceptions of expatriates in the three categories which are 

‘contributions to Malaysia’, ‘equal opportunities to make a success’ and ‘host 

government support’ with ‘career satisfaction’. To assess the perception of the 

expatriates with regard to each of the category, the means and standard deviations 

were computed for each item. 

 

Results 

 

Table 2 presents descriptive statistics. All the variables’ characteristics, 

including means, standard deviations, and Cronbach’s alphas are reasonable 

(Nunnally, 1978). It is notable that the expatriates have a mean score of career 

satisfaction above what is depicted as satisfied, well above the mid-level point. This 

may indicate that they are quite comfortable with the work environment in 

Malaysia. The mean for contributions to Malaysia, equal opportunities and 

government support are also above the mid-level point of its scale, with the 

nearest scale point of ‘somewhat agree’. For expatriates’ perceptions of host 
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government, it is even higher, almost coinciding with the scale point ‘agree’, 

indicating an affirmation of their optimistic in the government support.  

TABLE 2: Characteristics of the variable in the sample 
Variable Mean Standard 

Deviation 
Cronbach’s 
alpha 

1. Career Satisfaction (JS)a 4.09 0.74 0.85 
2. Contributions to Malaysia(C)b 4.91 1.16 0.82 
3. Equal Opportunities  (EQ)b 4.80 1.44 0.74 
4. Government Support (GS)b 5.46 0.82 0.71 
a
Scale ranged from 1-5 

b
Scale ranged from 1-7 

In addition, table 3 presents a correlation matrix among the research 

variables. As can be seen, most of the inter-correlations hold in the expected 

directions, and none of them exceeds the maximum level of 0.70, which is a good 

indication for the absence of multicollinearity among the variables. These  

correlations suggests that career satisfaction among the expatriates in Malaysia are 

positively related with contribution to Malaysia and equal opportunities (r = 0.37, p 

< 0.001 and r = 0.27, p < 0.05, respectively). The results for equal opportunities are 

even stronger. Equal opportunities is positively related with contribution to 

Malaysia and government support (r =0.68, p < 0.001 and r = 0.41, p < 0.001, 

respectively). Government support is modestly positively related with equal 

opportunities (r = 0.52, p < 0.001). These findings provide initial support for the 

direct relationship between dependent and the independent variables. However, 

these relationships still need to be tested with hierarchical regression analysis to 

examine their importance. 

 

TABLE 3: Correlation matrix among the research variables for the sample. 
 Mean 

(S.D.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
6 

1. Career 
Satisfactiona 

4.09 
(0.74) 

-      

2. Contributions to 
Malaysiab 

4.91 
(1.16) 

0.37** -     

3. Equal 
Opportunitiesb 

4.80 
(1.44) 

0.27* 0.68** -  -  

4. Government 
Supportb 

5.46 
(0.82) 

0.08 0.41** 0.52** -   

5. Gender  
(1 = male) 

- 
 

0.20* 0.19* 0.12 -0.04 -  
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6. Years of stay in 
Malaysia 

6.73 
(15.35) 

0.21* 0.09 -0.10 -0.19* 0.09 - 

Note : *p < 0.05; **p < 0.001; 
a
Scale ranged from 1-5; 

b
Scale ranged from 1-7 

Since career satisfaction is a process over time, the years the expatriates 

had spent in Malaysia and gender are used as a control variable in the data analysis 

and entered first. Table 4 presents the results of hierarchical regression analysis to 

test the direct relationships. Expatriates’ career satisfaction is regressed on the 

control variables (step 1). Second, contributions to Malaysia, equal opportunities 

and government support are added to the equations (step 2) to examine the 

independent contribution of each of these variables to the overall explained 

variance of the dependent variables. 

In the first step of the equations, the control variables (gender and years of 

stay in Malaysia) have no significant relationship with the dependent variables. 

However, the second step of the regressions provides very interesting findings. 

Years of stay in Malaysia is significantly positive to expatriates’ career satisfaction 

in the second step (β = 0.24, p < 0.01). Male expatriates show more significant 

career satisfaction as compared to female counterparts (β = 0.14, p < 0.05). Step 1 

shows only 4 per cent of the explained variance in expatriates’ career satisfaction. 

The control variables have a minor effect on the analysis. Men are more likely than 

women to be satisfied in their work. In addition, career satisfaction is higher among 

those who have been staying a longer period in Malaysia. 

 

TABLE 4: Hierarchical regression analysis for the dependent variable expatriates’ 
career satisfaction (standardized coefficients; t-test in parentheses) 

Variable Step 1 Step 2 
1. Gender (1 = male) 0.18 (1.94) 0.14(2.04*) 
2. Years of stay in Malaysia 0.08 (0.81) 0.24 (3.21**) 
3. Contribution to Malaysia (CM)  0.29 (2.69**) 
4. Equal Opportunities (EQ)  0.56 (6.80***) 
5. Government Support (GS)  0.14 (1.71) 
R2 0.040 0.540 
Adjusted R2 0.023 0.506 
ΔR2 0.040 0.034 
F 2.36 15.70*** 
F for ΔR2 2.36 2.00 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 

 

As can be seen from the results, willingness to contribute to Malaysia is 
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significant and positively related with career satisfaction among the expatriates in 

the second step (β = 0.29, p < 0.01, respectively). Equal opportunities to make a 

success is also strongly and positively related with career satisfaction among the 

expatriates (β = 0.56, p < 0.001, respectively). Government support reports 

insignificance. This variable indicates a lack of importance for its relationship to 

career satisfaction. The inclusion of the three variables in the step 2 contributes to 

a high 54 per cent of the explained variance in career satisfaction among the 

expatriates. The F value is statistically significant, implying a good data fit between 

the regression model and the data. These findings support H1 and H2. 

 

Conclusion and discussion 

 

Controlling for the years the expatriates have been assigned to Malaysia 

and gender, the results show that the more willingness the expatriate to contribute 

to the host country, the more satisfied is their career undertakings. Similarly, the 

results also present that expatriates’ positive perceptions on equal opportunities to 

make a success are directly related to their career satisfaction, after gender and 

years of stay in Malaysia variables being controlled. 

The present study deals with perceptions of contributions to Malaysia, 

equal opportunities to make a success and host government support in the arena 

of expatriates in Malaysia. The main rationale for this approach is based on the idea 

that these views are important for a better understanding of other perceptions and 

behaviours of expatriates toward host government and toward the contribution to 

Malaysia. Expatriates’ perceptions of willingness to contribution to Malaysia, equal 

opportunities and host government support may thus prove useful in explaining 

satisfaction in their career. 

With the subjective method of assessment where the perceptions of the 

expatriates are clearly reflected, policy makers and service providers from both 

public and private sectors would be able to gain a better insight on the type of 

initiatives and services that could improve the well being of the expatriates and 

retain them. Efforts to improve mechanisms that promote the equality and well-

being of the expatriates will encourage them to stay and contribute. Above all, a 

well-planned and future oriented policy consistent with the long run prospects of 

the market must be viewed as a strategy in increasing the inflow of skilled labour 

immigrants. 
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The findings help us to promote ideas about how to improve the 

management of expatriates to further contribute to our country. Another major 

achievement of this paper is its exploration of an alternative viewpoint regarding 

the study of career satisfaction of expatriates to the receiving country. The study 

demonstrated that a variety of perspectives need to be considered when 

examining the level of career satisfaction among the expatriates. 

The primary data was moderate in size. A total of 121 respondents’ 

questionnaires were collected and analyzed. However, based on the sampling 

technique used, the number of sample is sufficient, and indeed it is big enough to 

run a robust statistical analysis (Balian, 1994). The purposive method was adopted 

for this study because there was no sampling frame available. Though this sampling 

strategy is acceptable for this study, there is a possibility that the adoption of this 

strategy may limit the generalization of the findings, to some extent. Future 

research could try to replicate and extend this exploratory study. Besides asking 

expatriates, employers could be requested to comment on their perceptions of 

their performance and staff-related issues. This information is important as the 

employer is one of the main contacts for the foreign skilled labours.  
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Dynamics of Citizenship and Identity: Obstacles to Sustainable 

Immigration in a Small Canadian City 

 
 

Ritendra TAMANG 
 
 
Abstract. This article examines some of the challenges confronting immigrants in Prince 
George, a small city in the province of British Columbia, Canada, and evaluates the 
responses of local agencies to the diverse needs of newcomers. Specifically, it will explore 
the effects of the current economic restructuring and the lack of coordination among public 
employment, housing, education, and health agencies and private agencies such as 
churches. Shortfalls in the quality and effectiveness of the delivery of essential services to 
immigrants, particularly those who do not speak English or French, have affected 
immigrants’ sense of belonging, patterns of settlement, and negotiation of new identities in 
the community. 
 
Keywords: Canada, citizenship, migrants, multiculturalism, nationalism, new identities 
 
 

Introduction 

 

In recent years, scholars, activists, and policy makers have raised concerns 

about social and economic decline resulting from the concentration of immigrants 

in large Canadian cities such as Vancouver and Toronto. This issue arises at a time 

when regions across Canada are undergoing a series of economic restructurings 

and when migration to resource-based small cities such as Prince George (British 

Columbia) is declining. Although attempts have been made to promote settlement 

in small cities, there has been limited research into settlement patterns of 

immigrants in small urban centers and strategies used by municipal authorities to 

attract and retain immigrants. To help fill this gap, this study examines the 

challenges confronting immigrants in Prince George, a small city in northern British 

Columbia, and evaluates the responses of local agencies to the diverse needs of 

newcomers. Specifically, I explore the effects of the current social and economic 

restructuring and the lack of coordination among public employment, housing, 

education, and health agencies as well as private agencies such as churches. This 
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research contributes to the ongoing discussion among researchers, policy makers, 

and stakeholders regarding issues of immigrants’ access to critical social services 

and the lack of coordination between public and private agencies in small Canadian 

centers.  

I use textual analysis methods to analyze various forms of texts (e.g., public 

announcements and population statistics) produced by the provincial government 

of British Columbia. In addition, I use scholarly literature to supplement the 

information contained in these texts. To discuss issues of citizenship, identity, 

belonging, and Canadian immigration, I draw from theories in political studies, 

geography, and anthropology. I discuss three prominent current theories from 

political studies concerning citizenship—liberal, republican, and communitarian—

and explore their limitations and possibilities with regard to theorizing about 

identity, citizenship, and belonging. Within this discussion, I explain the need for a 

new conceptualization of citizenship centering on the ways groups construct their 

belonging and the fluidity of group identities within the contexts of globalization 

and transnationalism. I also draw on the geographical theory of politics of space to 

discuss immigration processes, immigration policies, and the effects these have on 

shaping settlement patterns of immigrants in small Canadian cities. This combined 

approach allows me to examine the challenges that immigrants experience in small 

Canadian cities, the implications of these challenges for individuals’ and groups’ 

sense of belonging, and the limitations that exist in the strategies used by policy 

makers at the municipal level to attract and retain immigrants. 

I argue that shortfalls in the quality and effectiveness of the delivery of 

essential services to immigrants, particularly those who do not speak English or 

French, have affected immigrants’ sense of belonging, patterns of settlement, and 

negotiation of new identities in the community of Prince George. 

 

Background 

 

Although migration is not a recent phenomenon, its causes and effects are 

increasingly linked to the globalization processes. Since the end of the Cold War, 

individuals and groups in various parts of the world have been motivated to 

emigrate out of their homelands by violent conflicts, shifts in geopolitical relations, 

and the expansion of trade and production that cut across nation-states’ 

boundaries. The decision to migrate is multifaceted, and migration can be either 
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voluntary or forced. Voluntary migration involves the decision to leave one’s home 

in search of better economic opportunities or to reunite with family abroad. 

Involuntary or forced migration takes place when circumstances such as war or 

environmental degradation force individuals to abandon their homes. Migration 

can also be long term or short term. Long-term migration involves crossing national 

borders and establishing permanent settlement in a different state. Short-term or 

temporary migration applies to guest workers, seasonal workers, and students.1 

International migrants contribute significantly to the growing global labor 

force. In an effort to identify those who cross their national borders, states create 

various categories for migrants, such as visitors and migrant workers. However, 

these categories often misconstrue the reality of those who cross states’ borders. 

For example, tourists may enter a country and decide to stay to search for 

employment, and refugees or asylum seekers who leave their country for political 

reasons may choose to migrate to a specific country in search of employment 

opportunities or to reunite with their families.2 Under these circumstances, 

individuals and groups forge their identities and political membership from 

multiple locations.  

One of the challenges experienced by contemporary states is controlling 

migration flows. Failure to control territorial boundaries can pose serious threats to 

national security and challenges to the country’s leadership. Therefore states 

adjust their immigration policies in the interests of securing their territorial 

borders. Mass flows of migration also create pressures on state governments, 

particularly those who do not have the capacity to accommodate large influxes of 

international migrants. If a state does not have the capacity to provide essential 

public services such as health care and housing for large numbers of migrants in 

addition to its citizens, this limitation can cause tensions between groups and 

individuals, as well as competition for limited resources such as goods and 

employment.3 

The reading and interpretation of government documents in this project 

are situated within the context of dominant meanings of nationalism and 

multiculturalism in Canada. The majority of written texts used in this project are 

population statistics and documents published by the federal, provincial, and 

                                                           
1 Fiona B. Adamson, ―Crossing Borders: International Migration and National Security,‖ 

International Security 31, no. 1 (2006): 165–99. 

2 Adamson, ―Crossing Borders.‖ 

3 Ibid. 
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municipal governments. Together, these sources are important for addressing the 

issues of immigrants’ access to public services (e.g., language training, housing, and 

health care) and how government public policies—including immigration policies—

influence immigrants’ settlement patterns. The government documents are 

available online. Using supplemental information from scholarly literature, I apply 

textual and spatial analysis to examine the official texts. Textual analysis involves 

the reading and analyzing of texts to discover groups’ ideological practices. This 

method is useful in uncovering how institutional knowledge is formed through the 

creation and legitimizing of categories (e.g., immigrant and citizen) within a state. 

In this project I also use spatial analysis, which is effective for examining settlement 

patterns and economic performance of immigrants in cities on a regional scale. 

 

Theorizing Citizenship 

 

State immigration policies are designed around two main goals: 

determining who can enter the country and who can become state members. Each 

nation-state develops its own elaborate rules and regulations for those the state 

recognizes as its citizens and for those who are immigrants. State membership, also 

known as citizenship, is perceived by scholars as a collection of economic and 

cultural practices as well as political and civil rights and duties that delineate an 

individual membership within the specific polity.4 Because citizenship is both a 

practice and a status, it cannot be viewed as a  

purely sociological concept nor purely legal concept but a relationship between the 

two. . . . While, then, citizenship can be defined as a legal and political status, from 

a sociological point of view it can be defined as competent membership in a polity, 

thus emphasizing the constitute aspect of citizenship.
5
 

By this definition, those who do not possess political and social rights are 

considered noncitizens of the state and are thereby excluded from exercising these 

                                                           
4
 Alan C. Cairns, ―Introduction,‖ in Citizenship, Diversity and Pluralism: Canadian and 

Comparative Perspectives, ed. Alan C. Cairns et al. (Montreal: Queens-McGill University 

Press, 1999), 3–22; Engin Fahri Isin and Patricia K. Wood, ―Redistribution, Recognition, and 

Representation,‖ in Citizenship and Identity, ed. Engin Fahri and Patricia K. Wood (London: 

Sage, 1999), 1–24; Yvonne M. Hébert and Lori A. Wilkinson, ―The Citizenship Debates: 

Conceptual, Policy, Experiential, and Educational Issues,‖ in Citizenship in Transformation 

in Canada, ed. Yvonne M. Hébert (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002), 3–36; 

David Miller, Citizenship and National Identity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000). 
5
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rights. The exclusion from rights not only has important implications on relations 

between those who identify themselves as citizens and those who are noncitizens 

or migrants, it also shapes migrants’ sense of belonging to the state or nation.  

A discussion of concepts of identity and citizenship must make reference to 

the specific location and to historical and cultural contexts. Citizenship continues to 

be a popular topic of debate among scholars and policy makers. In particular, 

citizenship is one of the important cultural and political identity markers that serve 

to differentiate members from nonmembers within the specific nation-state. 

According to previous scholars (such as Max Weber) who held Eurocentric and 

imperialistic views, the idea of citizenship originated in the West and did not exist 

in non-Western societies.6 More recently, scholars have pointed out that 

throughout history, societies around the world have different ways of recognizing 

political membership and status and thereby construct their own definition of 

citizenship.7 In addition to problematizing the Eurocentric and imperialistic 

tendency of earlier theories of citizenship, these scholars also contend that 

individuals and groups within specific places engage in struggles and conflicts for 

the right to claim citizenship. In doing so, these scholars succeeded in challenging 

the universalistic and Western view of citizenship held by previous theorists, and 

they challenge us to rethink the concept of citizenship as fluid and 

multidimensional.  

Currently, three prominent theories aid in understanding the concept of 

citizenship: liberalism, communitarianism, and civic republicanism. The liberal view 

considers the individual to be a polity and regards citizenship as a set of specific 

rights granted to the individual by the nation-state. The individual has the right to 

choose when and whether to exercise this right. Critics argue that the liberal 

definition of citizenship has a limited conception of group rights.8 

Alternatively, communitarianism emphasizes the notion of community and 

seeks to situate the individual within the collective. Although communitarianism 

does not reject the liberal conceptualization of individual rights, it stresses the 

importance of individual rights within the context of group interests, as the 

                                                           
6
 Isin and Wood, ―Redistribution.‖ 

7
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individual is not isolated from his or her community.9 Critics of communitarianism 

argue that the theory is limited, as individual loyalties and obligations toward the 

group are taken for granted.10 

Unlike liberalism and communitarianism, republicanism privileges neither 

the individual nor the community. Instead, it places a strong emphasis on the idea 

of “civic identity,” which is shared by all citizens in the pursuit of common interests 

and does not compromise individual goals. According to the republican model, 

participation in political forums should be based on a common identity as citizens. 

In the decision-making process, differences among people should be disallowed 

and competing views resolved in accordance with the overarching goals of justice 

and common interests.11 Advocates of the politics of recognition have criticized the 

republican universal model because it assumes a singular and unitary political 

community and fails to recognize that the concept of citizenship is contested 

between dominant and marginalized groups. Furthermore, the guidelines existing 

in the republican model only benefit the interests of the dominant groups and 

therefore fail to address contemporary issues of discrimination and oppression.12 

These critics also doubt that groups will be willing to set aside their specific 

identities in order take part in political debates that assume that citizens have a 

homogeneous identity.  

The politics of recognition seeks to offer new ways of theorizing citizenship. 

Advocates of this emerging theory argue for a new model of citizenship that will 

challenge dominant cultural values and interests, provide equal opportunities for 

all groups to participate in the political realm, and legitimize differences among 

groups. The new model would also emphasize the redistribution of interests that 

favor groups identifying as marginalized or oppressed, such as immigrants and 

women.13 In addition, policies would be based on decision-making discussions and 

would take into account group differences and how the policies would affect 

groups that are on society’s margins.14 As David Miller points out, “Equal treatment 

will not be enough in circumstances where different groups are very unequally 
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 Isin and Wood, ―Redistribution‖; Miller, ―Citizenship.‖ 
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affected by the policies that are chosen.”15 Whereas supporters of the politics of 

recognition support the idea of legitimizing group differences in democratic 

politics, opponents argue that this model promotes division and fragmentation 

among groups as it privileges groups’ segmental identities such as ethnicity, class, 

religion, and sexuality.16 By highlighting differences, the politics of recognition 

downplays the common bond among various marginalized groups and disguises 

class conflicts that underlie many of the struggles.17 What is needed are new 

theories of citizenship that move away from universal conceptualization to focus on 

multidimensional and plural concepts of citizenship. Within the new framework, 

citizenship would be viewed not as a fixed entity but as a fluid and ongoing process 

of negotiation of identity and difference.  

In the discipline of geography, the politics of space is an important tool for 

examining the relationship between immigration, place, and identity. According to 

the politics of space theory, the concept of place or community is constructed 

through discourses, practices, and relations between people.18 Supporters of this 

theory acknowledge that regional interests arise from the interests of groups in a 

given place; in addition, within regions there are tensions between centers and 

hinterland, so that all voices within a region are not equally represented.19 

Advocates of the politics of space argue that policies regarding regional 

development must ensure the participation of all groups residing within these 

places and that the policies must reflect the interests of all groups.20  

 

Immigration and Settlement in Small Canadian Cities 

 

For the purpose of this research, the term city will be used to define sets of 

social relations, symbols, and political economies expressed in the city, and urban 
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16
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will refer to a process rather than a category.21 The transformations brought about 

by globalization and transnational migration create new linkages that connect the 

global to the local. As Setha M. Low comments,  

The city is not the only place where [global and local] linkages can be studied, but 

the intensification of these processes—as well as their human outcomes—occurs 

and can be understood best in cities. Thus, the “city” is not a reification but the 

focus of cultural and sociopolitical manifestations of urban lives and everyday 

practices.
22

 

Emphasizing the interaction between the global and the local is useful for 

the study of the transformations that have taken place in Canadian cities.  

Research indicates that Canada is becoming increasingly urban.23 Cities 

have been growing rapidly since the 1920s, and metropolitan areas since the 

1970s.24 This growth has been attributed to, among other things, demographic 

transition and changes in components of demographic growth, changes in family 

structure, increases in immigration and cultural diversity, changes in global 

markets, and the shift between the state and civil society.25 These changes 

contribute to the rise in ethnic, linguistic, and cultural diversity in Canada. A study 

by Larry S. Bourne and Jim Simmons demonstrates how the majority of the 

country’s current wealth, employment, and population are concentrated in 139 

cities with populations of 10,000 or more. Bourne and Simmons’s research shows a 

discrepancy in growth between cities: While larger cities or metropolitan places 

with a population of more than 10,000 grew by 6.2 percent in 2003, cities of less 

than 10,000 grew by only 1.5 percent in the same year. Bourne and Simmons 

suggest that the level of metropolitan concentration will increase in the future. At 

                                                           
21

 Setha M. Low, ―The Anthropology of Cities: Imagining and Theorizing the City,‖ Annual 

Review of Anthropology 25 (1996): 383–409. 
22

 Ibid., 384. 
23

 Bourne and Rose, ―Changing Face‖; Larry S. Bourne and Jim Simmons, ―New Fault 

Lines? Recent Trends in the Canadian Urban System and Their Implications for Planning 

and Public Policy,‖ Canadian Journal of Urban Research 12, no. 1 (2003): 22–47; Daniel 

Heibert, ―Newcomers in the Canadian Housing Market: A Longitudinal Study 2001-2005,‖ 

The Canadian Geographer 53, no. 3 (2009): 268–87; Margaret Walton-Roberts, ―Regional 

Immigration and Dispersal: Lessons from Small- and Medium-Sized Urban Centres in 

British Columbia,‖ Canadian Ethnic Studies 37, no. 3 (2005): 12–34; Casey Warman and 

Christopher Worswick, ―Immigrant Earnings Performance in Canadian Cities: 1891 through 

2001,‖ Canadian Journal of Urban Research 13, no. 1 (2004): 62–84. 
24

 Bourne and Simmons, ―New Fault Lines?‖ 
25

 Bourne and Rose, ―Changing Face‖; Heibert, ―Newcomers‖; Walton-Roberts, ―Regional 

Immigration‖; Warman and Worswick, ―Immigrant Earnings.‖ 



 
Dynamics of Citizenship and Identity: Obstacles to Sustainable Immigration 

JIMS - Volume 4, number 1, 2010 

 

59 
 

the time of their research, 57 percent of the country’s population lived in 15 

metropolitan areas with populations over 300,000.26 Out of the 139 cities identified 

by the authors, 69 places suffered from population decline. Bourne and Simmons 

predict that differences in growth rates among cities “will likely lead to very 

different urban environments in the years to come—each with relatively distinctive 

social, economic, and policy challenges.”27  

According to the British Columbia Ministry of Advanced Education and 

Labour Market Development, approximately 237,758 new immigrants arrived in 

Canada in 2007. The majority of these were admitted as Business Class immigrants 

(60.3 percent). Others were admitted as Family Class (26.5 percent), Refugee Class 

(8.8 percent), and Other immigrants (4.3 percent). These immigrants tend to 

gravitate to three provinces: Ontario, Quebec, and British Columbia. Ontario 

received the largest number of immigrants (110,896), Quebec received 45,212, and 

British Columbia welcomed 43,950 immigrants. Within these provinces, the 

majority of immigrants tend to settle in larger cities such as Toronto, Montreal, and 

Vancouver.28 Scholars suggest that immigrants concentrate in large cities because 

of the existing social networks that aid newcomers in obtaining employment and 

housing.29 Also, immigrant groups are often seen by Canadians as “different” or 

“other” because of their cultural values and religious differences, so they prefer to 

settle in large cities where there is more diversity.30 While the significant number of 

immigrants contributes to the economic growth in these cities, concerns have been 

raised by researchers and policy makers that immigrant clustering in large cities 
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may act as a hindrance to immigrants’ acquisition of skills in Canada’s official 

languages (English and French); in addition, such clustering can limit immigrants’ 

earnings, discourage immigrant dispersal, and play a role in the formation of ethnic 

ghettos.31  

Because the opportunities for economic advancement in Canada are 

mainly dependent upon proficiency in one of the official languages, immigrants 

who possess few or no skills in these languages are at a severe disadvantage. A 

study by Hugh Grant and Arthur Sweetman reveals a decline in the number of 

immigrants who can speak the official languages fluently. Grant and Sweetman 

conclude that the earnings of immigrants who speak neither English nor French 

tend to be lower than those of immigrants who are fluent in at least one of the 

official languages.32 Other studies also show a general downward trend in 

immigrants’ earnings, especially in large cities, since the 1980s. A study by Casey R. 

Warman and Christopher Worsick shows how immigrants who arrived in Canada 

prior to the 1980s earn higher incomes than those who arrived later. The study also 

demonstrates that the incomes of immigrants in large cities are generally lower 

than those of their Canadian-born counterparts. Warman and Worsick attribute the 

differences in earnings mainly to fluctuations in the economy; they also suggest 

that immigrants’ earnings tend to rise over time.33 Although their study contributes 

to our understanding of immigrants’ economic performance in Canadian large 

cities, there has been little research on immigrants’ settlement patterns in small 

cities, and knowledge about settlement patterns in small cities remains limited.  

In response to the demographic shift that has taken place over the years, 

provincial and municipal governments across Canada have made efforts to attract 

immigrants. However, the responses of municipalities to the ethnocultural diversity 

of immigrants have been varied.34 Research by Kristen Good indicated that the 

cities of Toronto (Ontario) and Vancouver (British Columbia) have been  

comprehensive in adapting their services and governance structure” to address 

diverse needs of immigrants and ethnocultural minorities. Good cited various 

policies that these two cities adopted to accommodate immigrants’ needs, 
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including “multilingual interpretation and translation policies, employment equity 

policies, and anti-racism policies.
35

  

There have also been joint efforts between federal, provincial, and 

municipal governments to help immigrants settle and integrate within Canadian 

society. For example, the Provincial Nominee Program (PNP), a form of 

regionalization policy, enables provinces and territories to select immigrants 

according to their economic needs and interests. In Quebec, immigrants are 

required to possess French language skills in order to obtain employment in the 

province. In 2005, the PNP agreement existed in all provinces and territories except 

for Ontario and Nunavut. At the municipal level, the City of Winnipeg introduced 

the Winnipeg Private Refugee Sponsorship Assistance Program (WPRSAP) in 2002 

to support the Manitoba Interfaith Immigration Council’s refugee sponsoring 

program.36  

In British Columbia, Premier Gordon Campbell introduced the WelcomeBC 

Program in 2007 to help immigrants “moving to British Columbia access existing 

and expanded services under one umbrella so they are better able to adapt to life 

in their new communities.” At the time, the premier expressed his optimism that 

the new program “will help newcomers to British Columbia find everything from 

important information about English language courses to employment, health, 

education and recreation services in their new communities.” Furthermore, 

Campbell pledged “$43 million over two years through WelcomeBC to help expand 

these important services and help immigrants adapt to their new life in British 

Columbia.” In the same year, the British Columbia provincial government and the 

federal government entered the Cooperation on Immigration Agreement, under 

which the federal government agreed to contribute $71.5 million in funding over a 

two-year period to expand services to aid immigrants with their settlement, and 

$1.573 million for the expansion of antiracism and multiculturalism services. The 

provincial government was required to invest part of the funding to develop 

programs in cooperation with service providers.37 The WelcomeBC Program was 

intended  
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to reduce waiting times for English training and increase access to advanced 

language training for those trying to gain employment. The initiative will improve 

immigrants’ access to jobs, reduce barriers for refugees and assist newcomers to 

settle into their communities. It will also help immigrant youth and their families.
38

  

The existence of these programs demonstrates the importance of joint 

efforts between various levels of government.  

Scholars have noted that the economic restructuring that took place in 

recent years in response to the changes of the global market, refugee and 

immigration policies, and the rise of neoliberal public policies not only shaped 

relations between large and small cities but also produced new social identities and 

otherness in cities across Canada.39. Neoliberalism involves, among other things, a 

reliance on market solutions  

to public policy problems, privileging the action of the wealthy and the “talented”, 

the privatization of state assets and functions, and an attack on welfare state 

provision. At its heart, neoliberalism is a political project with utopian overtones 

that seeks to restructure welfare states and reinstate class power.
40

  

Neoliberal policy shifts have been associated with the decline of the 

welfare state and the reduction of responsibility in service delivery and 

expenditures. Among the problems created by neoliberalism for Canadian cities are 

the uneven resource allocation and decision-making processes whereby upper 

levels of government possess the majority of power. These changes pose serious 

challenges for local governments as they struggle to fulfill their new 

responsibilities.41  

The economic restructuring in conjunction with the rise of neoliberal 

policies and changes in the global market have negatively affected small cities more 

than large ones, because smaller cities’ economies are less diversified and are 

affected by policy makers in larger urban centers.42 Across Canada, these negative 

effects are more apparent in small resource-based cities and towns. The economic 

production in these places is often based on specific commodities such as lumber, 

mining, agricultural products, and fishing. The constant fluctuation of demands and 

supplies driven by the global economy place these small cities and towns in a more 
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vulnerable position than their larger counterparts. Small resource-based cities and 

towns are made even more vulnerable by the temporary nature of the work and 

the labour force.43 With economic restructuring, small cities and towns across 

Canada become increasingly vulnerable.  

Prior to World War II, small cities and towns were mainly isolated and self-

sufficient in the provision of services. However, the situation changed after the 

war, when the federal government became the main provider of public services 

such as health care and education.44 Since the 1980s, there has been a decline in 

government support for public services. This shift was characterized by the 

downsizing or closing of post offices, employment service offices, and human 

resource offices in small cities and towns. In addition, declines in transfer payments 

for health care and education from the federal government to provincial 

governments severely reduced these services in small municipalities. The problem 

has been compounded by changes in provincial funding for immigrant services 

since the 1990s and by increased regionalization of services. These changes 

resulted in further downsizing or closing down of essential services such as health 

care and education in small cities and towns, and increased centralization of 

services in larger cities.45  

The downsizing of public services in conjunction with the shift in provincial 

government funding has significant impact on residents in small cities and towns, 

especially those identified as vulnerable (e.g., immigrants, women, and seniors). 

Under the changes, residents are now forced to travel to access services, and this 

proves to be particularly challenging for those who experience financial constraints 

and do not have access to transportation. It also has a negative effect on the 

quality of services residents receive in small cities; the restructuring compels 

residents in these places to create alternative strategies in order to retain services. 

A study carried out by Greg Halseth and Laura Marie Ryser in the towns of 

Mackenzie (British Columbia), Wood River (Saskatchewan), Tweed (Ontario), and 
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Springhill (Nova Scotia) found that residents in these communities increasingly rely 

on volunteer organizations such as churches. Halseth and Ryser’s findings also 

indicate a need for improved cooperation between volunteer organizations and 

municipal service agencies in order to cope with the economic restructuring, 

cutbacks in services, and regionalization of services.46 

A study by Margaret Walton-Roberts sheds some light on immigrant 

settlement decisions and the challenges immigrants experience in the small cities 

of Kelowna and Squamish (British Columbia). Walton-Roberts’s analysis indicates 

that immigrant settlement decisions were largely based on the existence of 

employment opportunities and family networks. Her research also identifies 

several problems that immigrants experience in these small cities. The challenges 

include a shortage of governmental services that provide language training and 

accreditation. Many immigrant respondents in Walton-Roberts’s study expressed 

discontent with the lack of information about, and peripheral services for, the 

language training that they received. The limited number of English classes offered 

in small cities hinders immigrants’ opportunities to acquire official languages. 

Walton-Roberts also interviewed staff from the Multicultural Society in Kelowna 

and in Squamish about the language training services offered to immigrants. Staff 

in both cities suggested that recent provincial budget cutbacks have had a 

profound effect on the quality of services provided to immigrants and that local 

municipal governments do not have enough resources to meet the needs of 

immigrants. Walton-Roberts concluded that the issue of coordination between 

local governments, service providers, and senior levels of government need to be 

addressed in order to encourage immigrant dispersal in small cities.47  

Aside from limited language training opportunities, the participants in 

Walton-Roberts’s research considered the issue of accreditation to be a major 

obstacle to immigrants’ economic advancement. Walton-Roberts found that 

employers’ failure to recognize immigrants’ qualifications and experience is a 

contributing factor in immigrants’ feelings of marginalization. She further 

suggested that regardless of where immigrants choose to settle, the lack of 

recognition of such skills will hinder the integration of immigrants in Canadian 

social and economic systems.48 Walton-Roberts’s study demonstrates that much 
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remains to be done to address the issue of immigrants’ accreditation.  

A recent study by Carlos Teixeira examines the current housing crisis in the 

city of Kelowna and the effects it has had on new immigrants’ access to housing. 

Kelowna is one of the fastest growing cities in Canada; its population increased 

from 70,000 in 1971 to 107,000 in 2006. As in other fast-growing cities in the 

country, a recent economic boom has led to an increased demand for labor. In 

addition, Kelowna has acquired a reputation as an ideal place to retire. The 

provincial and municipal governments are aware of the city’s growing need for 

labor and have placed the issues of recruiting and retaining immigrants at the top 

of their political agendas. Although economic development and changes in the 

city’s population have increased the demand for housing, there is a lack of 

affordable housing in both rentals and homeownership in Kelowna. In addition, the 

city has not been successful in attracting immigrants to fill the labor gap. Of 

Kelowna’s 107,000 residents, approximately 15 percent are immigrants, compared 

to 25 percent in British Columbia as a whole. None of the few ethnic clusters in the 

city have developed into well-established ethnic communities typically found in 

large cities, and the city suffers from a lack of multicultural atmosphere as a result. 

In the absence of ethnic neighborhoods, newly arrived immigrants are forced to 

rely mainly on existing kinship networks for help with housing and employment. 

The steady rise in housing prices, in conjunction with the lack of affordable housing, 

poses a serious challenge for new immigrants seeking housing in Kelowna and has 

important implications for immigrants’ residential mobility.49 Teixeira’s research 

demonstrates that all levels of government need to give more attention to the 

issue of housing access among immigrants in small cities.  

 

The Construction of Immigrants and Immigration in Canada 

 

In viewing Canada’s immigration history, the challenge has always been 

creating a narrative that can be relevant to and provide a shared meaning for 

different groups who experienced the historical events. Prior to the late 1970s, 

Canada’s immigration history was predominantly characterized by the arrival of 

people from Europe.50 However, the history of non-European immigrants and 

indigenous people predate the founding of Canada in 1867, and since the end of 
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World War II and especially since the 1960s, various waves of immigration from 

non-European countries have contributed to Canada’s ethnocultural diversity. A 

shift in federal refugee and immigration policies since the 1960s has encouraged 

immigration from what were previously considered nontraditional sources, 

particularly Africa, Latin America, and Asia.51 These immigrants from diverse social 

and economic backgrounds contribute significantly to the skilled labor force and to 

Canadian diversity. 

Researchers have noted the significant role of the news media in shaping 

the public’s perception and understanding of immigrants and immigration in 

Canada. Specifically, these researchers suggest that immigrants are often 

misrepresented or underrepresented in the dominant news media.52 As Minelle 

Mahtani comments, the media have “power to create social agendas, construct 

ideologies and frame social issues, providing the lens through which we view 

ourselves.”53 The events of September 11, 2001, and the subsequent conflicts in 

Iraq and Afghanistan altered the representation of immigrants in the news media. 

Studies such as Mahtani’s demonstrate how these events contribute to the 

misrepresentation of immigrants in news media. Mahtani’s study shows how 

contemporary dominant news media in Canada draw heavily on oriental discourses 

to construct narratives and representations of immigrants. Through news stories 

about immigrants, the news media have succeeded in reinforcing hegemonic racial 

and national ideologies.54 Consequently, the distorted images of immigrants in 

news media effectively contribute to tensions between different ethnic and 

cultural groups and shape immigrants’ sense of belonging in Canada.  

 

Migration and the Boom and Bust Years in Prince George 

 

Prince George has been known as a resource-based city specializing in the 

production of lumber products. As is the case in other forest resource based 

communities, much of the local economy is highly vulnerable to fluctuations in 

global markets for local forest products. The development of forest resources 
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created a demand for public services and commercial sector employment, and 

development in these economic sectors generated an increase in population from 

the mid-1960s to the early 1980s. Both interprovincial and international 

immigrants have been attracted by the employment opportunities in the 

community. The boom periods of the 1960s and the 1980s led to an influx of 

migrants to fill the labor gap. Aside from the forest industry sector, the 

establishment of postsecondary institutions such as the College of New Caledonia 

and later the University of Northern British Columbia contributed to the expansion 

of services in the area.55  

The growth of Prince George can be traced back to the early 20th century, 

when the city provided railway connections to eastern Canada. In 1903, the federal 

government entered an agreement with the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway Company, 

whereby the latter would construct a railway line from Winnipeg through central 

British Columbia. During the construction of the railway line, the indigenous 

population in the city was displaced to the community of Shelly, upstream on the 

Fraser River. In 1915, Prince George was officially incorporated into the province of 

British Columbia. Between 1915 and 1950, not many immigrants came to Prince 

George. Approximately 50 sawmills were operating at this time, and many of the 

economic opportunities were connected to logging and sawmills. Early 

international immigrants to the city were mainly young European males who 

stayed for short periods. The second period of growth in Prince George came about 

during the 1950s; a second rail line was constructed to connect the city with 

Vancouver, improving the transportation link between Prince George and other 

parts of the country and contributing to the growth of the city. The creation of the 

Prince George Pulp and Paper Mill in 1966 transformed the city from a small 

resource-based community into one of British Columbia’s major industrial centers. 

During the construction period, many skilled trade workers moved to the city, and 

most remained after the mill was built. Most of these workers brought their 

families with them or married locally and made Prince George their home. In 1968, 

the Intercontinental Pulp and Paper Mill was constructed, creating an additional 

400 permanent jobs.56  

Since the early 1970s, concerns about urban management have emerged in 
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Prince George. In 1973, the city of Prince George carried out a study to try to find 

solutions to the problems caused by urban growth. At the time, the main concern 

was extending the city boundaries to accommodate the growing population. 

Despite opposition by some residents, the municipal government perceived that 

extension was necessary to address service problems in the city. At the time of the 

study, Prince George’s population was growing rapidly. The city’s annual growth 

rate reached 6.5 percent to 7.5 percent, exceeding both the national average (less 

than 2 percent) and the provincial average (4 percent).57 In 2006, the population of 

Prince George was 70,981, and approximately 4,205 people in the community 

identified themselves as members of a “visible minority.”58 In 1975, with the 

approval of the provincial government, the city expanded its boundaries to include 

most of the surrounding population.59  

Because Prince George’s economy is based primarily on resource 

industries, it is vulnerable to market fluctuations. Since the early 1980s, a decline in 

the forest industry has had a significant effect on the city’s population.60 The 

economic recession significantly slowed down economic development, and the 

population remained almost unchanged between 1981 and 1986. The creation of 

the University of Northern British Columbia in 1992 signaled the emergence of 

Prince George as an increasingly cosmopolitan city. The university provided 

opportunities for local residents to obtain postsecondary education while 

remaining in the area. The hiring of faculty and support staff brought additional 

population to the city.61 However, questions have been raised as to whether the 

growing educational sector will help to generate other economic activities.  

The economic recession of the early 1980s was exacerbated by increases in 

labor costs, demand for low-cost products, and low-cost global competitors, as well 

as by an ongoing trade dispute with the United States over softwood lumber and a 

shift in provincial resource policies.62 In response to the changes, resource 

companies underwent a series of restructurings toward a more “flexible style of 
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production.”63 the changes involved increased levels of technology, larger mills, and 

fewer employees. The restructurings have had significant social and economic 

impacts in Prince George, a city that relies mainly on resource industry production 

for growth.  

Layoffs and the closing of a number of pulp mills since the 1980s have led 

to a decrease in the city’s population for the first time since World War II. The 

economic decline also served to deter immigration to Prince George. These 

changes also had an important effect on the age structure of the city’s population. 

The restructuring severely limited opportunities for young people to enter the 

workforce. The aging of Prince George’s population poses problems for health care 

and community services in the city.64  

The response of the federal and provincial governments to restructuring 

since the 1980s is best described as a general economic and social withdrawal. The 

withdrawal of federal and provincial support for public services has been partly in 

response to the rising demand for “bottom-up” representation and local control.65 

However, some scholars interpret it as a form of abandonment and a failure to 

recognize the need for ongoing government support for local development.66 The 

restructuring led to a series of downsizings or closures of governmental services 

such as employment, schools, and postal services in Prince George and other 

northern communities.67 In order to retain these essential services in Prince 

George, the community would have needed to assume additional financial 

burdens. Together, these changes have had a significant effect on the delivery of 

essential services—such as health, education, language training, and housing—to 

new immigrants. Immigrants who do not speak English or French are especially 

likely to experience challenges in accessing social services and obtaining adequate 

employment.  

Since the early 1980s, the provincial government’s public policy has been 

geared toward large-scale industrial resource development. This has translated into 

an expansion of oil and gas development projects as well as lifting some forest 

industry regulations in order to generate interest in investment.68 The 
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government’s perception of resource-based communities mainly as places for 

resource extraction means that little attention is given to improving social services 

in these communities.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Canada continues to rely on immigration for population, economic, and 

social growth. In recent years, however, changes in the global market, the rise of 

neoliberalism, and shifts in regional development have influenced immigrants’ 

earning power and shaped their settlement patterns. These changes in turn have 

produced uneven development of cities across Canada. Recent funding cutbacks, 

changes in public policies, downsizing or closure of public offices such as post 

offices and employment services, increased local government autonomy, and 

economic restructuring have had negative impacts on small cities like Prince 

George. These changes create new challenges for local residents and new 

immigrants in accessing essential services such as language training, education, 

housing, and health care. At the same time, small cities across the country are 

aware of and have made attempts to cope with these changes.  

The federal and provincial governments’ emphasis on localization of social 

and economic development continues to challenge small cities like Prince George. 

The downsizing or closure of public services makes it difficult for immigrants to gain 

access to these services and thereby limits their opportunities for economic 

advancement. As a result, immigrants and other marginalized groups are further 

excluded from participating fully in Canadian society. Although the provincial 

government has made a series of attempts to encourage the dispersal of 

immigrants to small cities over the years, recent economic restructuring and the 

decline in public services pose important questions about immigrants’ access to 

essential services and their sense of belonging in Canada. This paper identified 

some of the major challenges facing contemporary small cities: demographic 

changes, access to public services, and the politics of regional and local inclusion 

and exclusion. There is a need for greater investment by the federal and provincial 

governments in restoring public services and expanding local economies. The 

process of change can begin by increasing funding to local public service providers 

and encouraging greater cooperation between governments at all levels, as well as 

between governments and local organizations. 
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Abstract. Classical studies on migration as those of the Chicago school emphasized the 
social disorganization of migrants. However, migration researchers have regarded social 
networks as the key to understanding migration processes. Social capital generated by 
migrant networks is now considered as essential for the social mobility of migrants. Indeed, 
the contrasting views of migrant networks are too simple to clarify the dynamic processes 
of network formation. Few studies have tested how migrant networks are changing in host 
societies, which ties are transplanted from the home country, and which of them are 
utilized. This paper aims to clarify the missing link between pre-migration and post-
migration social networks, examining the multiplicity of migrants’ social networks. This 
study tested three hypotheses of social capital on Brazilian entrepreneurs in Japan. By 
analyzing the social capital these migrant entrepreneurs mobilized to start businesses, this 
study found that while most depended on social capital in the initial phase of their 
businesses, they relied less on social relationships transplanted to Japan than on other 
sources. In addition, Brazilian entrepreneurs selectively used different sources of social 
capital. These results show that migrants selectively maintain and reconstruct social 
networks in the process of migration.             
 
Keywords: migrant network, ethnic business, Japanese Brazilians                      
 

  

1. Introduction 

 

Migrant networks have been the key to understanding various aspects of 

migration phenomena for the past 30 years. Researchers of migrant networks 

regard migrants as social actors embedded in networks through close-knit ties that 

connect their destination with their place of origin. These ties influence the volume 

and direction of migration flows, the ability of migrants to learn the ropes at their 

destination, the making of immigrant niches, the educational performance of 

immigrant children, and so on. The vitality of migration networks even brings 
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unintended consequences to immigration policies and helps to overcome the 

migrants’ disadvantaged status as ethnic minorities at their country of destination 

(Portes, 1997).  

However, the multiplicity of factors in the formation and function of 

migrant networks is yet to be explored. The purpose of this paper is to focus on the 

continuity of migrant networks before and after migration, using the data of 

Brazilian migrant entrepreneurs in Japan. The basic questions are if transmigrants 

sustain social networks brought from home and if they construct new relations at 

their destinations. To answer these questions it is necessary to make a careful 

distinction between personal ties formed in places of origin before migration, 

hereafter referred to as pre-migration networks, and those constructed at 

destinations after migration, hereafter referred to as post-migration networks. 

 

2. Social Networks and Social Capital 

 

2.1 Social Networks of International Migrants: from Disorganization to Solidarity 
As mentioned above, there have been two answers to the question of how 

migrants adapt themselves to new environments at their destinations, the 

disorganization-assimilation model and the solidarity-ethnicization model. Handlin 

(1951) presented the former model, arguing that immigrants have been uprooted 

from their origins and exist in a prolonged state of crisis, in the sense of being and 

remaining unsettled. In the end, they become assimilated and remade as, in the 

cases he studied, Americans.  

Chicago sociologists as Wirth (1934) were the originators of such 

disorganization-assimilation theses. Park and Miller (1921) characterized 

immigrants as being subject to the disorganization of primary groups and increased 

deviance, yet their ethnographic articles are not always consistent with their thesis. 

Indeed, they also pointed out the salience of chain migration, spatial segmentation 

along with the place of origin, and institutions for mutual assistance. However, 

their research had hardly gone beyond the social disorganization thesis, although 

they found a variety of migrant communities composed of social networks.  

Tilly and Brown’s (1967) seminal work on migration networks presented 

the solidarity-ethnicization thesis in opposition to the disintegration-assimilation 

thesis. Criticizing the situation in which the ‘ghost of Park’ was still alive, they 

emphasized the importance of networks in the migration process. Referring to 

William Whyte’s Street Corners Society, Tilly and Brown (1967) presented the 
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following thesis: 

If we suppose that extensive personal relations are actually common in cities, and 

that such relations often ease the pain of abrupt shifts in social position, we can 

conclude that the sequence going from migration to personal disorganization to 

social disorganization will in fact be fairly rare. (p. 140) 

The development of urban anthropology, as well as the increasing number 

of empirical studies on migration after the revision of U.S. immigration law in 1965, 

resulted in a paradigm shift from disorganization to solidarity (Brettel, 2000). 

Migrants are not uprooted from their cultures and societies of origin, but 

transplant them into their countries of destination. This type of viewpoint strongly 

influenced such studies of American migration history as Bodnar (1985), which 

looked into the development of the social institutions that support chain migration 

and the resilience of social ties. Ostergren (1988) described the formation of 

mother-and-daughter communities between Sweden and the United States. Chain 

migration brings transplanted social relations as well as residential concentrations 

in destination cities (Bodnar, 1985; Ostergren, 1988). 

In terms of contemporary migration, Massey et al. (1987), Massey and 

Durand (2002), and Durand and Massey (2005) collected a vast amount of data on 

migration from Mexico to the United States, clarifying the formation process of 

mother-and- daughter communities across the border. Massey (1990) argued that 

every new migrant creates a set of friends and relatives with social ties to someone 

with valuable migrant experience. Through migrant networks, new arrivals find jobs 

and housing and learn the ropes at the destination through interactions in 

daughter communities.  

In contrast to the atomized and isolated images of early studies, Gurak and 

Caces (1992) described migrants as actors embedded in ties with family, kin, and 

friends, explaining migrant behavior through their social networks. Networks 

provide not only tangible resources, but also psychological relief to newcomers, 

thereby smoothing their adaptation to host societies. Migrant networks that range 

from the place of origin to destinations may even be considered a necessary 

condition for massive migration (Gurak & Caces, 1992).  

It is true that migrant networks facilitate migration flows and adaptation at 

destinations, but there still remains much to be explored about them. Though 

various articles have referred to the multiplicity of these networks’ functions, few 

scholars have paid attention to the effects of their different sources on migration 
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processes. Networks have tacitly been regarded to be continuous from their places 

of origin. Massey et al. (1987) described transplanted neighborhood ties by noting 

that: 

There, people from Santiago began to meet every Sunday, bringing their families 

for free diversion and entertainment. The field, nicknamed ‘Los Patos’ (‘The 

Ducks’) by the townspeople, became an obligatory place of reunion for all 

paisanos. It became the focal point of the out-migrant community, the place 

where one made dates, obtained work, located friends, welcomed new arrivals, 

and exchanged news of the town itself. (p. 146)  

However, Massey et al. (1987) made no reference to networks constructed 

after migration, although migrant networks are both retained from the place origin 

and developed at destinations. For example, Japanese migrants in Peru started 

their businesses by mobilizing both such pre-migration networks as families and 

neighbors from their places of origin and such post-migration networks as kenjin 

(those of the same prefectural origin), fellow passengers on ships from Japan to 

Peru, and colleagues at colonies (Akagi 2000). 

Networks go along with migrants, but they have diverse sources which 

influence their strength and functions. It is therefore necessary to answer the 

questions of how migrant networks are transplanted to destinations, how they are 

constructed at destinations, which networks are used in specific contexts, and how 

they serve specific purposes. 

 

2.2 Immigrant Businesses and Social Capital 
Studies on immigrant businesses have increasingly focused on the role of 

entrepreneurs’ social networks (Light & Gold, 2000; Portes, 1995; Waldinger et al. 

1990). Social networks are the primary source of social capital, which Portes (1995) 

defined as “the capacity of individuals to command scarce resources by virtue of 

their membership in networks or broader social structures” (p. 12).  

Networks of family, kin, and friends serve as providers of social capital to 

start businesses, since most immigrants are not rich in other sources of capital 

(Min, 1988; Portes & Bach, 1985; Yoon, 1997). However, networks have not been 

extensively examined in terms of how differences in the characteristics of a variety 

of networks generate different resources (Yoo, 1998). It is a matter of course that 

networks help to initialize and expand immigrant businesses. Research on migrant 

networks and immigrant businesses must go beyond the simplistic notion of 

immigrant social capital. 
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Yoo’s (1998) study of Korean entrepreneurs in America is worth noting 

because he clarified some different functions of different networks. Distinguishing 

between family and social networks in order to analyze their different functions,1 

he found that social networks tended to be the fundamental resource for 

information mobilization, whereas family networks had only a minor influence. He 

also found that, in contrast, financial capital tended to be mobilized through family 

networks far more frequently than through social networks. These results suggest 

support for Granovetter’s (1973) view of the different functions of strong and weak 

ties.  

However, Yoo’s (1998) typology is still inadequate for analyzing differences 

between pre-migration and post-migration networks. It is true that migrants bring 

family and kinship networks from their places of origin, but they also maintain their 

social networks, as most migrant-network theory has emphasized. Rather than 

distinguishing between family and social networks, it seems more useful to make a 

distinction between pre-migration and post-migration networks. 

This paper’s next step, then, is to address the issues of the extent to which 

pre-migration networks are maintained, how new ones are created after migration, 

and how differently pre-migration and post-migration networks function.  

 

2.3 Hypotheses 
To address these issues, this paper will present several hypotheses about 

the origins and functions of migrant networks.2  

 

On the origins of social networks 

Networks can be divided into those formed before migration and after 

migration. As the Chicago sociologists emphasized, networks may also be lost at 

destinations, isolating migrants. The point here is how migration affects the 

ingredients of migrants’ social networks. Brazilian migrant entrepreneurs in Japan 

may hold ties with families, relatives, and friends they knew before migration, lose 

                                                           
1
 Family networks are ―based on connections with family or relatives which Korean 

immigrants already had in America before immigration‖, and social networks are ―based on 

connections with members in the community other than family or relatives, which Korean 

immigrants after immigration by entering the ethnic community, and which often reflect the 

immigrants‘ human capital and socio-economic background in the country of origin‖ (Yoo, 

1998: 107). 
2
 To formulate these hypotheses, the community question of urban sociology such as Fischer 

(1982) and Wellman (1979) was useful.  
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connections and become isolated, or become acquainted with Brazilian colleagues 

and Japanese neighbors after migration. Combining these conditions suggests three 

hypotheses about the origins of social networks, a disorganization hypothesis, a 

resilience hypothesis, and a reorganization hypothesis. 

The disorganization hypothesis suggests that Brazilian migrants lose most 

of their social relationships after migration and do not construct new networks in 

Japan, leading to their social disorganization. This means that migrant Brazilian 

entrepreneurs cannot rely on social capital for establishing businesses, although 

human and financial capital are crucial for this. 

The resilience hypothesis suggests that Brazilian migrants transplant and 

maintain their pre-migration social networks after arriving in Japan. As the migrant 

systems theory suggests, places of origin and destination are connected by chain 

migration, establishing mother-and-daughter communities across borders (Massey 

et al. 1987), and when migrants start their businesses they obtain the necessary 

social capital exclusively from their pre-migration networks.  

The reorganization hypothesis suggests that Brazilian migrants selectively 

retain their ties from Brazil and construct new ones after migration. They also use 

these ties selectively in accordance with the resources they need when they start 

their businesses.  

 

On the functions of social networks 

Social networks can be divided into those with strong ties and those with 

weak ties, each serving different purposes (Granovetter, 1973). They provide three 

resources necessary to start up businesses: experience, information and guarantee, 

and finance (Bailey & Waldinger, 1991; Min, 1988). Following Granovetter (1973) 

and Yoo (1998), functions of these ties can be hypothesized as either weak or 

strong. 

The strong tie hypothesis suggests that networks with family and relatives 

are composed of strong ties which are usually stable and difficult to dissolve. 

Strong ties are crucial for mobilizing financial capital, something which requires a 

high level of mutual trust, but their homogeneity tends to limit the capacity to gain 

access to the other two types of resources.  

The weak tie hypothesis suggests that networks with Brazilian friends made 

both before and after migration, or with Japanese acquaintances, can be regarded 

as constituting weak ties. Though weak ties are of little use for mobilizing financial 
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capital, their heterogeneity tends to facilitate the gaining of experience and of 

information and guarantee.  

 

3. Brazilians in Japan: Overview and Data Collection 

 
3.1 Data and Sample 

The principal source of data for this study is a set of two mutually related 

studies. The first was a study of Brazilian entrepreneurs conducted between 

February and October 1997, involving interviews with the owners of 78 Brazilian 

businesses in Japan. Since no complete list of Brazilian enterprises was available, 

this study could not use the random sampling method. Instead, the researchers 

constructed a list using four Portuguese newspapers, several magazines, brochures, 

and personal acquaintances, visiting each business owner as often as possible. All 

but a few of the Brazilian entrepreneurs contacted agreed to the interviews.  

This study collected its second data set through a survey questionnaire 

distributed to 2,054 Brazilian employees working in Japanese factories. The survey 

required the collaboration of 30 labor contractors and was conducted between 

January and March 1998. The contractors distributed the questionnaire to the 

Brazilian employees, who responded to it. 

The data indicated that entrepreneurs are rich in human capital. Forty 

percent of the entrepreneurs enrolled in universities, compared with 19% of the 

factory workers (see Table 1). In addition, 43% of the entrepreneurs had been self-

employed or business owners in Brazil. In this context, however, what is more 

important is the quality of social capital that the entrepreneurs mobilized to initiate 

their businesses. Only three (4%) used financial capital brought from Brazil, the vast 

majority accumulated their capital while working in Japan. Instead of financial 

capital, they transplanted human capital accumulated in Brazil, leaving the 

question of how social capital was developed before and after migration. 

 

Table 1 Education of entrepreneurs and factory workers 

  
Entrepreneurs Factory workers 

No % No % 

Primary 10 13 618 30.9 

Secondary 36 46.7 996 49.7 

Tertiary 31 40.3 389 19.4 

Total 77 100 2003 100 
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3.2 Brazilian Entrepreneurs in Japan 
    The registered population of Brazilians in Japan is shown in table 2.3 The 

figure reveals that the number suddenly increased in 1988, followed by 

skyrocketing growth from 1989 to 1991, although the return migration of the first 

generation had already started in the early 1980s (Higuchi, 2003). It should also be 

noted that the number of Brazilians in Japan basically increased even after the 

collapse of the bubble economy in 1991. Though Latin American population rapidly 

decreased after the economic crisis in September 2008, more than 300,000 

Brazilians lived in Japan as of the end of 2008, comprising Japan’s third largest non-

Japanese nationality group after the Koreans and the Chinese. 

 

Table 2 Foreign and Latin American Population in Japan 

 total Brazil Peru Bolivia Argentine Paraguay 

1989 984,455 14,528 4,121 238 1,704 471 
1990 1,075,317  56,429  10,279  496  2,656  672  
1991 1,218,891  119,333  26,281  1,766  3,366  1,052  
1992 1,281,644  147,803  31,051  2,387  3,289  1,174  
1993 1,320,748  154,650  33,169  2,932  2,934  1,080  
1994 1,354,011  159,619  35,382  2,917  2,796  1,129  
1995 1,362,371  176,440  36,269  2,765  2,910  1,176  
1996 1,415,136  201,795  37,099  2,913 3,079  1,301  
1997 1,482,707  233,254  40,394  3,337 3,300  1,466  
1998 1,512,116  222,217  41,317  3,461 2,962  1,441  
1999 1,556,113  224,299  42,773  3,578 2,924  1,464  
 2000 1,686,444  254,394  46,171  3,915 3,072  1,678  
2001 1,778,462  265,962  50,052  4,409 3,229  1,779  
2002 1,851,758  268,332  51,772  4,869 3,470  1,895  
2003 1,915,030  274,700  53,649  5,161 3,700  2,035  
2004 1,973,747  286,557  55,750  5,655 3,739  2,152  
2005 2,011,555  302,080  57,728  6,139  3,834  2,287  
2006 2,084,919  312,979  58,721  6,327  3,863  2,439  
2007 2,152,973  316,967  59,696  6,505  3,849  2,556  
2008 2,217,426  312,582  59,723  6,527  3,777  2,542  

Source: Ministry of Justice (1990-2009) 

Brazilians as a nationality group are not only characterized by the return 

migration of Japanese descendants, but also by their homogeneity in the Japanese 

                                                           
3
 Since the first generation and the second generation with Japanese nationality are not 

counted as Brazilians, they are excluded from this statistics. 
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labor market. The percentage of their population that is working is much higher 

than the other groups listed in Table 3. Since a great majority of Brazilians are 

employed by labor contractors as a flexible workforce (Higuchi & Tanno, 2003), the 

ratio of employees among the working population is also high. As a result, although 

the Japanese in Brazil are known as a middleman minority group operating small 

businesses, employers and the self-employed comprise only 2.2% of the Brazilians 

in Japan, which is among the lowest among major migrant groups in Japan on table 

3.  

Table 3 Employment Status of Foreigners in Japan (2005) 

Nationality Respondents 

Working 
Population 

Employees 
Employers/ 
Self-
Employees 

Number % Number % 
Numbe
r 

% 

Brazil 215,487  140,830  65.4  137,715  97.8  3,115  2.2  

China  353,437  185,738  52.6  167,315  90.1  18,423  9.9  

Indonesia 18,379  12,909  70.2  12,644  97.9  265  2.1  

Korea/North 
Korea 

472,711  225,888  47.8  144,990  64.2  80,898  35.8  

Peru 40,444  22,552  55.8  21,837  96.8  715  3.2  

Philippines  126,486  64,185  50.7  59,845  93.2  4,340  6.8  

Thailand  27,129  11,366  41.9  9,964  87.7  1,402  12.3  

Vietnam 20,901  11,467  54.9  10,876  94.8  592  5.2  

Total 1,555,505  772,375  49.7  647,004  83.8  
125,37
1  

16.2  

Source: Ministry of Public Management, Home Affairs, Posts and Telecommunications Japan (2008) 

 

Nevertheless, because of the larger population compared to other 

newcomer groups, the absolute number of entrepreneurs is not negligible. 

Although Brazilian businesses developed within the boundaries of an ethnic 

protected market, a variety of business activities flourished in the 1990s (Kajita et 

al., 2005). Opportunity structures were opened for potential entrepreneurs with 

rich in human capital by serving as co-ethnics, enabling upward mobility to a part of 

the population4.  

                                                           
4
 Brazilian communities are primarily formed around these businesses; most community 

leaders are entrepreneurs. 
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4. Sources of Social Capital among Brazilian Entrepreneurs 

 

This study analyzed the respondents’ social capital mobilization from the 

point of view of network utilization. Since cooperation and assistance for business 

activities require a high degree of trust, an analysis of the entrepreneurs’ social 

capital should enable the clarification of which ties are important and which are 

not. As mentioned above, this study separates pre-migration and post-migration 

networks. The former is composed of three networks. These are family (parents, 

children, and siblings), relatives (aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews, and cousins), and 

pre-migration friends (those other than family and relatives with whom they were 

acquainted in Brazil before migration). The latter consists of two networks. These 

are post-migration friends (Brazilians encountered in Japan after migration), and 

Japanese friends and acquaintances. 

 

4.1 Origins of Social Networks 
The relationship between the types of networks and the degree of 

contribution varied in importance. Table 4 shows how the respondents depended 

on each network, indicating a factor ranging from 0 to 3 for contributions to 

finance, experience, and information and guarantee. Examining the factors 

contributing to these networks leads to the consideration of three hypotheses 

about the origins of social networks. 

 

Table 4 Sources of social capital at the initial phase of businesses 

Contribution 
factor 

Post-
migration  
friends 

Pre-
migration  
friends 

Japanese family relatives 

No % No % No % No % No % 

0 (lowest) 37 47.4  69 88.5  40 51.3  39 50.0  72 92.3  

1 25 32.1  6 7.7  28 35.9  32 41.0  6 7.7  

2 13 16.7  3 3.8  7 9.0  7 9.0  0 0.0  

3 (highest)  3 3.8  0 0.0  3 3.8  0 0.0  0 0.0  

Total 78 100.0  78 100.0  78 100.0  78 100.0  78 100.0  

average 0.63  0.14  0.59  0.53  0.10  

 

Disorganization hypothesis 

During our interviews, only four of 78 entrepreneurs answered that they 

had no dependence on social networks. Most respondents relied on some kind of 
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contribution, and the average contribution factor was 1.7. In this sense, the 

disorganization hypothesis is a null hypothesis in regard to Brazilian entrepreneurs 

in Japan, as they overwhelmingly succeeded in mobilizing social capital to start 

their businesses. 

 

Resilience hypothesis 

A more careful look at Table 4 suggests that the contributions of family, 

post-migration friends, and Japanese associates were much higher than those of 

pre-migration friends and relatives. About half of the respondents were supported 

by each one of the former, while only 10% relied on the latter. This result is 

ambivalent in regard to the resilience hypothesis. Family networks functioned well 

for business formation, but pre-migration friends and relatives were of little 

importance. In general, the premise of the resilience hypothesis is embodied by the 

case of Jose.5 

Jose, age 41, is a restaurant owner with a telephone agency in Hamamatsu 

City. A university-graduate engineer, he was also a co-owner of a hamburger shop. 

He came to Japan in 1991 to work in a motor factory, but was laid off in the 

summer of 1994. His two business partners, the co-owners of the hamburger shop, 

were also in Japan and had been laid off at that time, so they decided to reopen 

their business. When they opened a grocery store in Hamamatsu in 1995, a 

Brazilian entrepreneur engaged in several businesses consulted and stood 

guarantee for them. 

Jose opened his shop by investing $30,000, as did each of his two partners, 

whom he had met in Brazil. However, his case is relatively exceptional, as Table 4 

indicates. In addition, a post-migration Brazilian friend also consulted with him as 

the business predecessor. Relatives had even less of a presence, though Alex, the 

second case, relied on his wife’s cousin for guarantee. 

Alex is a German Brazilian who came to Japan in 1993 at the age of 29 with 

his wife, a third-generation descendant of Japanese migrants. They had both been 

systems engineers in Brazil and had planned to open a computer school there. 

However, when they went back to Brazil for a temporary visit they found plenty of 

computer schools already there, which made them to change their plans. As a 

result, they determined to open a school in Japan. Since Alex’s wife’s cousin had 

already opened a barber shop in the town of Oizumi, they moved there and relied 

                                                           
5
 All names used in this section are pseudonyms.  
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on her for guarantee. 

It is safe to say that part of the pre-migration networks were sustained and 

mobilized, but relatively weak ties with relatives and friends were not transplanted 

to Japan. 

 

Reorganization hypothesis 

The results shown in Table 4 seem more compatible with the 

reorganization hypothesis. As mentioned above, primary sources for social capital 

are from both of the pre-migration (family) and post-migration (Brazilian-migrant 

friends and Japanese associates) networks. Migrant Brazilian entrepreneurs 

selectively utilize these networks for different purposes. Marcos, for example, 

experienced on-the-job training for entrepreneurship and gained information and 

guarantee from his Japanese employer and received financial capital from his 

family. He could open his meat grocery four years after his arrival because of his 

utilization of various sources of social capital. 

Marcos came to Japan at the age of 34 in 1991, and worked in a 

construction company for two years. Then he and his wife changed jobs to a 

Brazilian grocery store owned by a Japanese, in which they learned how to manage 

a food business and accumulated capital to open their own shop. 

Sandra, age 23, was assisted by her family and post-migration friends. 

Though her salary in Japan was only two-thirds of that of male workers, partnership 

and assistance from her father paved the way for her entrepreneurship. 

She opened a grocery store in 1996. Her father had come to Japan in 1990 

and worked in Toyota City. Though she had moved to Japan in 1993 with her 

mother and brothers, they did not join their father since the labor recruiter did not 

offer them work in Toyota. She worked in a Suzuki factory in Kosai City for two 

years before changing her job to working in a grocery store owned by a Brazilian. 

Learning the necessary knowledge to start a business there, she started her own 

shop with her colleague Fabio and her father’s colleague Mario. Her father loaned 

her $15,000 and a Japanese labor contractor stood for guarantee to rent the shop. 

Nelson, the biggest Brazilian importer/wholesaler at the time of this study, 

started his business as a side job, delivering foods on holidays with his factory 

colleague Carlos. As was the case with Carlos and Nelson, factory colleagues are 

important sources of post-migration friendship, since they work long hours 

together, even on holidays occasionally.  
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Nelson was 23 years old when he arrived in Japan in 1991. He worked in a 

motor factory, where he became acquainted with Carlos. He and Carlos started a 

food delivery business on holidays in 1993, while working in the factory on 

weekdays. Their luck enabled them to expand the business, opening two grocery 

stores in Hamamatsu City. They divided their business in 1996. Nelson became the 

owner of the retail division and Carlos obtained the trade and wholesale division. 

It is easier for migrants to establish post-migration friendships than to keep 

ties with pre-migration friends. These results show that migrants are unlikely to 

activate non-family pre-migration networks. Family, however, appears usually to be 

an insufficient resource for starting businesses, and therefore potential 

entrepreneurs have sought assistance from Japanese associates and post-migration 

Brazilian friends. 

 

4.2 Functions of Migrant Networks 
If Brazilians’ networks are reorganized in Japan, how are these networks 

functionally differentiated? Figure 1 shows the relationships between different 

networks and the resources they provide. Among the three resources, information 

and guarantee are most often mobilized, followed by finance. Here emphasis 

should be placed on the differentiation of each network’s ability to supply these 

three resources. 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Sources of social capital at the start of businesses
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Strong tie hypothesis 

As the strong tie hypothesis suggests, family networks are the primary 

source of financial contributions to investment, but are of limited efficiency as the 

source of information and guarantee. Therefore, the presence of family networks 

supports the strong-tie hypothesis. It is also noteworthy that migrant Brazilian 

entrepreneurs in Japan show no tendency to employ kinship networks. Although 

they should be next strongest after family networks, ties with relatives are virtually 

disconnected in Japan.  

 

Weak tie hypothesis 

It is the Japanese who most support the weak tie hypothesis. They are the 

top providers of information and guarantee to migrant Brazilian entrepreneurs, 

especially standing guarantees for room rent. It is also the case with experience, 

since Japanese businesses oriented to the Brazilian market often employ Brazilian 

migrants. They are, however, much less important for financial assistance. 

Japanese associates are not important business partners for migrant Brazilian 

entrepreneurs, but they are useful with heterogeneous resources that are not 

available within Brazilian communities. The case of Bardes embodies the strength 

of weak ties in which Japanese associates offer information. 

Bardes is not a typical Brazilian migrant, as he came to Japan at the age of 

26 in 1992 to work in his uncle’s Portuguese press company. He later moved to an 

import-export company his uncle owned, through which he participated in a local 

Junior Chamber of Commerce (JC). When he started a restaurant, his membership 

in the JC brought him know-how and provided guarantee.  

This study’s findings in regard to post-migration Brazilian friends as 

resources for migrant Brazilian entrepreneurs in Japan are more complex. They 

support the weak tie hypothesis by finding that such friends are the next most 

important providers of experience and information and guarantee after Japanese 

associates, but are also prominent as sources of financial contributions. In this 

sense, post-migration Brazilian friends produce much stronger ties than relatives. 

 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

5.1. Discussion 
This study has examined the social capital mobilization of migrant Brazilian 

entrepreneurs in Japan to clarify the continuity and discontinuity of their networks. 

Among the three hypotheses proposed for the origins of social networks, the 
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study’s findings most strongly supported the reorganization hypothesis. In terms of 

pre-migration networks, families were the primary source of financial capital, while 

relatives and pre-migration friends were of little help in starting up businesses. In 

this sense, Brazilian migrants seem to transplant only family networks as reliable 

sources of social capital. 

Instead, migrant Brazilian entrepreneurs in Japan constructed post-

migration networks with Japanese associates and fellow Brazilians they met in 

Japan. In terms of post-migration networks, their ties with Japanese associates are 

consistent with the weak tie hypothesis, as these provided resources other than 

financial capital. More important, however, were their post-migration Brazilian 

friends, who were found to be contributors of all necessary resources. Once 

deprived of many ties left at their place of origin, the migrant Brazilian 

entrepreneurs studied reorganized new networks at their Japanese destinations. 

This study also found that those who could construct new relations in the new 

environment were capable of starting businesses. They carefully reconstructed 

networks in Japan and selectively utilized them to maximize their resources. 

These findings suggest modifications to conventional migrant network 

theory. Werbner's (1990) anthropological study on Pakistanis in Britain described 

social networks transplanted from Pakistan as strong ties, while regarding ethnic 

networks formed around neighborhoods and workplaces as weak ties. This, 

however, is not the case with Brazilians in Japan. When they migrated to Japan, 

kinship and friendship ties did not cross the border. Instead, they formed strong 

ties with colleagues in their workplaces, which complemented the loss of pre-

migration networks. In this sense, migrant networks are more volatile than the 

conventional theory suggests.  

 

5.2 Conclusion 
Two things can be pointed out to conclude this paper. The first is in regard 

to the structure of the immigrant community. In the so-called Brazilian towns as 

Hamamatsu and Oizumi, a variety of such ethnic institutions as businesses, 

religious organizations, football clubs, and cultural circles have been developed. It 

seems to be indeed the emergence of little Brazils which migrants have 

transplanted from their country of origin.  

However, such a simplistic notion should be modified. The formation of 

immigrant institutions does not always accompany the transplantation of social 

networks. The data suggested only the strongest networks, such as families, were 
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maintained after migration. In the case of Brazilians in Japan, it is increasingly 

Brazilian co-workers, rather than chain migration, who serve as incubators for 

entrepreneurship. 

The second point concerns the correlation between types of migration 

systems and migrant communities. According to Werbner (1990), interactions 

between mother (in her study, Pakistan) and daughter (in her study, England) 

communities are vigorous among the first generation, while networks with school 

and workplace fellows are more important for the second generation. The second-

generation Pakistani migrants studied reorganized social networks, partly taking 

over their parents’ social relations. Moreover, Grieco (1998) examined the effect of 

migration systems on the establishment of Indian communities in Fiji. Since Indians 

migrated to Fiji as contract workers for plantations, labor recruiters, rather than 

personal networks, promoted these migration flows. As a corollary, the social 

networks among the Indian community in Fiji have been reconstructed since 

migration. 

In the case of Brazilian migration to Japan, this study’s analysis found that 

only family networks were transplanted, and found little evidence of chain 

migration beyond family networks. This is because Brazilian migration has been 

driven by networks of labor recruiters, which can be called market-mediated 

migration systems (Kajita, Tanno & Higuchi 2005). Market-mediated migration 

systems are highly responsive to the demand for migrant labor, rather than to 

communal ties, and thus enable what can be considered an economically optimal 

allocation of the workforce. However, they have brought about the loss of pre-

migration networks and forced the construction of post-migration networks. 
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A Culturometric Exploration of Intrusions of Globalisation on 

Transnational Identities: The Jamaican Example 

 

Béatrice BOUFOY-BASTICK 
 
 

Abstract: Trans-national identity is a composite of individual and group identity 
development, construction and negotiation. It is of importance to the collective and to the 
individual. Its significance extends from collective national action through its influences on 
governmental policy to the individual who simply asks, "Who am I?" Globalization and 
modern labor movements between countries with diasporic populations complicate the 
already complex rapidly changing interdependencies of cultural-ethnic identities comprising 
individual and collective trans-national identity. This paper utilizes an instrument for 
assessing, comparing and tracking the changing composite cultural-ethnic identities of 
individuals and groups that comprise trans-national identity. The instrument is the Cultural 
Index (Boufoy-Bastick, 2001, 2002, 2007, 2008); a two-item ipsative scale capable of being 
grounded in each group's definition of their own identity. Jamaican respondents (N=126) 
participated in a one-on-one Mall interrupt survey to assess the relative contributions of 
Jamaican, African and Anglo-American cultures to their trans-national identity. Gender and 
age comparisons, tested for both construct and concurrent validity, showed that Anglo-
American culture currently has a significantly smaller impact on Jamaican's collective trans-
national identity than do both African and Jamaican cultures. The research is important for 
monitoring the intrusions of Globalization on the trans-national identities of diasporic 
communities. 
 
Keywords: Culturometrics, globalization, transnational identities 

 

Introduction  

 

Trans-national identity is a composite of individual and group identity 

development, construction and negotiation. It is of importance to the collective and 

to the individual. Its significance extends from collective international action through 

its influences on national governmental policy to the individual who simply asks, 

"Who am I?" Globalization1 and modern labor movements between countries with 

                                                           
1
 Jerzy Smolicz and Margaret Secombe, ―Globalisation, Identity, and Cultural Dynamics in a 

Multiethnic state: Multiculturalism in Australia‖, in Nation-Building, Identity and 
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diasporic populations complicate the already complex rapidly changing 

interdependencies of cultural-ethnic identities comprising individual and collective 

trans-national identity.  

Ethnic and racial categories may be considered to be as much cultural and 

ideological creations of inclusions and differentiations as they are genetic or 

geographic classifications (Boyd, Goldman & White2, 2000).  This is most certainly the 

case for sociological categories that mediate cultural identities.  In practice, ethnic 

and racial categories are usually identified by 'visible minority' categorization 

common to official censuses and civic regulations (Chard and Renaud3, 1999). What 

constitutes a visible minority depends very much on noticeable inter-group 

differences of interest and concern, particularly relative to the indigenous or base 

cultural group. Note that 'visible' in this sense refers to discernable differences of 

social interest and/or concern, rather than to only physical appearance. Thus the 

official United States classification of 'Asian' is very different from that used in the 

United Kingdom.  Similarly, 'Black' in the United States includes people who would 

not be considered 'Black' in Jamaica. Even within national boundaries the meaning of 

a single classification system would change as applied in different communities 

(Bissoondath4, 1994; Sindicz and Secombe5, 2009; Thomas6, 2004). Such fixed 

nominal categorizations are too coarse and simplistic to capture the complex 

interrelated influences that might change an individual’s trans-national identity, or to 

act as a basis of measurement for trans-national identity. Such complexity can be 

illustrated by a partial list of some of the inter-linked influences that change trans-

national identity. This would include ancestry, assimilation and intermarriage, 

religious conversion and education, proximity of, and contact with family, existence 

                                                                                                                                                      
Citizenship Education, eds. Joseph Zajda, Holger Daun and Lawrence J. Saha, chapt. 6, 

2009. 
2
 Monica Boyd, Gustave Goldman and Pamela White, ―Race in the Canadian Census‖ in 

Race and Racism: Canada’s Challenge, eds. Leo Driedger and Halli S. Shiva (Montreal: 

McGill/Queen‘s University Press, 2000). 
3
 Jennifer Chard and Viviane Renaud, ―Visible Minorities in Toronto, Vancouver and 

Montreal‖ Canadian Social Trends, 54 (1999), 20-25. 
4
 Neil Bissoondath, Selling Illusions: The Cult of Multiculturalism in Canada, (Toronto: 

Penguin Books, 1994). 
5
 Jerzy Smolicz and Margaret Secombe, ―Globalisation, Identity, and Cultural Dynamics in a 

Multiethnic state: Multiculturalism in Australia‖, in Nation-Building, Identity and 

Citizenship Education, eds. Joseph Zajda, Holger Daun and Lawrence J. Saha, chapt. 6, 

2009. 
6
 Deborah Thomas, Nationalism, Globalization and the Politics of Culture in Jamaica 

(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004). 
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of community centers and support, memberships of religious and secular 

organizations, psychological belongingness and social cohesion, connections to ethnic 

heritage, labor force characteristics and business networks, use of ethnic symbols, 

restrictions on ownership and social participation.  

In this study, three major, and almost inclusive, cultural constructions from 

within Jamaican society are used to represent the Primary Cultural Identities that 

comprise Jamaican trans-national identity. These are culturally relative constructs of 

'Jamaican-ness', 'Anglo-American-ness' and 'African-ness' as understood by 

consensus in urban Jamaican society. The main influences on trans-national identity 

in Jamaica that are considered as possible explanations of generational differences in 

this study are connections to ethnic heritage, education and proximity of, and 

contact with one’s family. 

As indicated above, the measurement of cultural identity, particularly trans-

national identity, is fraught with practical and conceptual problems. There seem to 

be no extant instruments suitable for measuring trans-national identity. Published 

instruments for measuring the cultural identity components of trans-national identity 

can be categorized as (i) Acculturation scales, (ii) Multigroup Ethnic instruments or 

(iii) Culturally specific instruments. Acculturation scales for use in multicultural 

societies, for example those by Pillen and Hoewing-Roberson7 (1992) and by Israel8 

(1995), tend to assess the degree to which subjects from different cultures match to 

the base culture (commonly North American). The degree of matching, e.g. 

integrated, separated, assimilated, or marginalized, is used to predict psychosocial 

problems such as stress, drug addiction or marital abuse. Acculturation scales are not 

suitable for assessing the cultural identity components of trans-national identity 

because they relate only to the mores of one base culture. Multigroup Ethnic 

instruments that exist for use in multicultural groups, e.g. the much used 'Multigroup 

Ethnic Identity Measure'  (Phinney9, 1992), and the 'Acculturation Measure for Latino 

Youth' (Pillen and Hoewing-Roberson10, 1992), tend to measure what is common to 

ethnic groups rather than what makes them unique. The 'Acculturation Measure for 

                                                           
7
 Michelle Pillen and Renee Hoewing-Roberson, ―Development of an Acculturation Measure 

for Latino Youth‖, (1992). 
8
 Cuellar Israel, ―Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans‖ Hispanic Journal of 

Behavioral Sciences, (17)3, (1995): 275-304. 
9
 Jean Phinney, ―The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure: A New Scale for Use with 

Diverse Groups‖ Journal of Adolescent Research, 7(2), (1992): 156-76. 
10

 Michelle Pillen, Michelle and Renee Hoewing-Roberson, ―Development of an 

Acculturation Measure for Latino Youth. (1992). 
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Latino Youth'  for example, uses family identity, self/peer identity, customs and food 

attributes that are particular to Puerto Ricans and Mexicans and more generally to 

people with Latino ancestry. These Multigroup Ethnic instruments are not suitable 

for assessing trans-national identity because they only target a small range of 

attributes that similar ethnic groups have in common. Culturally specific instruments 

are by far the largest category of cultural identity measures, such as Ortiz11, (1994); 

De Leon and Mendez12, (1996); Ponterotto, Baluch and Carielli13 (1998); Reese, Vera 

and Paikoff14, (1998); Smith and Brookins15, (1997); and Snowden and Hines16, (1999) 

to mention only a few. These instruments assess degree of membership of a specific 

cultural group and they also tend to derive from social issues research with one of 

North America's official classifications of racial groups - Asian (now Asian and Pacific 

Islanders), Black (now African-American), Hispanic, Native-American and Anglo-

American (now European-American). Although many such instruments exist for the 

measurement of cultural identity, they each tend to focus on specific religious rituals, 

observances, language use, feelings of ethnic affirmation and belongings, ethnic 

behaviors, and ethnic knowledge or attitudes that are particular to a single culture or 

sub-cultural group. This makes them inadequate for use with other cultures and 

hence inappropriate for cross-cultural comparisons or for assessing cultural identity 

in multicultural societies where identity is a blend of more than one culture.  

The importance of an instrument capable of providing for such comparative 

analysis has been emphasized by Jose Itzigsohn and Silvia Saucedo as a result of their 

cross-cultural study of the trans-national sociocultural practices of Colombian, 

                                                           
11

 Felix Ortiz, ―A Multidimensional Measure of Cultural Identity for Latino and Latina 

Adolescents‖ Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 16(2), (1994): 99-115. 
12

 Brunilda De Leon and Serafin Mendez, ‖Factorial Structure of a Measure of Acculturation 

in a Puerto Rican Population‖ Educational and Psychological Measurement, 56(1), (1996): 

155-65. 
13

 Joseph Ponterotto, Suraiya Baluch and Dominick Carielli, ―The Suinn-Lew Asian Self-

Identity Acculturation Scale (SL-ASIA): Critique and Research Recommendations‖ 

Measurement and Evaluation in Counseling and Development, (31)2, (1998): 109-24. 
14

 Leroy Reese, Elizabeth Vera, and Roberta Paikoff, ―Ethnic Identity Assessment among 

Inner-City African American Children: Evaluating the Applicability of the Multigroup 

Ethnic Identity Measure‖ Journal of Black Psychology, (24)3, (1998): 289-304. 
15

 Emilie Smith and Craig Brookins, ―Toward the Development of an Ethnic Identity 

Measure for African American Youth‖. Journal of Black Psychology, (23)4, (1997): 358-77. 
16

 Lonnie Snowden, Lonnie and Alice Hines, ―A Scale To Assess African American 

Acculturation‖ Journal of Black Psychology, (25)1, (1999): 36-47. 
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Dominican, and Salvadorian immigrant to the USA (Itzigsohn and Saucedo17, 2002). 

Such an instrument is particularly necessary for the measurement of trans-national 

identities in European and Caribbean countries, which are complex changing 

composites of values, attitudes, preferences and practices derived from major 

despotic cultures, colonial cultures, in situ multi-ethnic cultures, current political and 

educational influences and the pervasive culture of globalization. However, just as it 

is possible to sidestep the complexities of authentic measurement by employing 

proxy measures, so it is possible to avoid having to understand these complex 

cultural particulars in order to construct a valid and reliable measure of trans-

national identity. From televisions to automobiles, it is commonplace in our 

technological society for people to effectively use devices whose complexities are 

beyond their understanding. Many of our modern measuring instruments that utilize 

complex advanced technologies are designed for lay people to use. The Cultural 

Index is a measuring paradigm incorporating such a design as these. 

This paper utilizes the Cultural Index for assessing, comparing and tracking 

the changing composite cultural-ethnic identities of individuals and groups that 

comprise trans-national identity. The Cultural Index (CI) (Boufoy-Bastick18, 2001, 

2002, 2003) is a two-item ipsative scale capable of being grounded in each group's 

definition of their own identity. The Cultural Index is a psychometric method that 

utilizes definitive cultural self-knowledge of individuals and groups to measure the 

composite cultural identities that constitute their trans-national identity. In this way 

the CI assesses components of identity without needing to explicitly describe, or 

operationally define, these complexities. The measures produced by the CI may also 

be used to identify the most apt subjects for further research to explore these 

complexities and their meanings. By grounding cultural identity in consensus emic 

meaning, by using mean ratings of cultural attributes of a public object, it becomes 

possible to compare on a common metric the cultural identities of individuals, and of 

subgroups, within and between different cultures. In this study, the CI was used to 

                                                           
17

 José Itzigsohn, José and Silvia Saucedo, ―Immigrant Incorporation and Sociocultural 

Transnationalism‖ International Migration Review, 36(3), (2002): 66-98. 
18

 Béatrice. Boufoy-Bastick, ―Introduction to Culturo-metrics: Measuring the Cultural 

Identity of Children and Teachers‖. Paper presented at the 9th European conference for 

Research on Learning and Instruction, Fribourg, Switzerland (Aug, 2001). 

Béatrice Boufoy-Bastick, ―Measuring Cultural Identity in Culturally Diverse Societies‖ 

World Cultures, 13(1) (2002): 39-47. 

Béatrice. Boufoy-Bastick, Academic Attainments and Cultural Values, Munich, Germany. 

Lincom Europa, 2003. 
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identify differences in the trans-national identities of male and female Jamaicans and 

to track generational changes in trans-national identity within Jamaican society.  

To represent two successive generations for trans-generational identity 

analysis this study used two groups with a mean age difference of 30 years. These 

two age groups differed from each other by a minimum of 17 years and a maximum 

of 54 years. This time difference for generations is well supported by the literature 

and by the author’s personal experience. The years between generations in Jamaica 

are relatively few because of early childbearing practices. Early childbearing practices 

are encouraged in Jamaica by cultural traditions such as Ghetto culture marking 

masculinity by men having many ‘baby mothers’, i.e. very young girls who are 

mothers of their children, and by deriding young women who have not been 

pregnant by referring to them as ‘mules’, i.e. infertile (Blake19, 1971; Brody20, 1981; 

Kitzinger21, 1982). As Senderowitz22  (1995) says “cultural traditions encourage young 

women to prove their fertility before marriage” and as Saardchom23 (2000) reports: 

 Only about half of the population of Jamaica has never been married by age 

50: 51. 8% for males and 54.2% for females, the lowest worldwide. Jamaica also has 

the world highest SMAM (Singulate Mean Age at Marriage): 34.6 for males and 33.1 

for females. Getting married in Jamaica is far less important than having a child. For 

men, having children is seen as a sign of virility and for women, a sign of fertility. 

Moreover, women try to have children from multiple fathers to increase the 

likelihood of financial support. 

Consequently, “By age 19, about 40 percent of Jamaican women have been 

pregnant” (Eggleston, Jackson and Hardee24, 1999). Similar statistics from the 

International Planned Parenthood Association (2004) are:  

Teenage births have decreased from 31% of total births in 1977 to 23.7% in 

                                                           
19 Judith Blake, Family Structure in Jamaica: The Social Context of Reproduction. New 

York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1971. 

20 Eugene Brody, Sex, Contraception, and Motherhood in Jamaica, Cambridge, MA, USA: 

Harvard University Press, 1981. 

21 Sheila Kitzinger, ―The social context of birth: some comparisons between childbirth in 

Jamaica and Britain‖ in Ethnography of Fertility and Birth, ed., Cody MacCormack. New 

York: Academic Press, 1982. 
22

 Judith Senderowitz, Adolescent Health: Reassessing the Passage to Adulthood, World 

Bank Discussion Papers #272. The World Bank, Washington, D.C. (1995). 
23

 Narumon Saardchom, Marriage Markets Across Countries, (2000). http 
24

 Elizabeth Eggleston, Jean Jackson and Karen Hardee, ―Sexual Attitudes and Behavior 

Among Young Adolescents in Jamaica‖, International Family Planning Perspectives, 25(2), 

(1999): 78-84 & 91. 
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1992. In 1993, 2.5% of girls between 10 and 14 years old had their first baby. The 

fertility rate in 1993 for 15-19 year olds was 108 per 1000 women. .. Women aged 

15-19 giving live births each year (%): 11.  

 

Method 

 

This study used one-on-one Mall Interrupt interviews with 126 respondents 

in an urban Jamaican district of Kingston to gather data on Anglo-American, Jamaican 

and African self-identity. These three cultural constructs were chosen because they 

are the most prominent cultural identities that comprise the trans-national identity 

of Jamaican society. Subjects also gave their age and gender so that any generational 

change in Jamaicans’ trans-national identity could be identified and compared for 

males and females. Subjects were given no information on the meaning of Anglo-

American-ness, Jamaican-ness or African-ness and, if they asked, they were 

instructed to use their own meaning of the terms. 

Subjects rated their own identity Q1 on each of the three cultural constructs 

using questions q3 to q5 

q3 How Jamaican do you feel 0-9 

q4 How American do you feel 0-9 

q5 How African do you feel 0-9 

Subjects also rated the identity of a public object Q2, the Prime Minister at 

the time of the study, Mr. P. J. Patterson, on the same constructs using questions q8 

to q10: 

q8 How Jamaican do you feel Patterson is 0-9 

q9 How American do you feel Patterson is 0-9 

q10 How African do you feel Patterson is 0-9 

 

A subject's Primary Cultural Indexes for each construct ‘c’ were calculated as 

PCIc=Q1c/Q2c x mean of Q2c, where the three values of ‘c’ refer to the three cultural 

constructs of Jamaican-ness, Anglo-American-ness and African-ness. So, for example, 

where PCIj, PCIam, PCIaf represent the subject's primary cultural indices of the three 

constructs Jamaican-ness, Anglo-American-ness and African-ness: 

PCIj = q3/q8 x mean of q8 

PCIam = q4/q9 x mean of q9, and 

PCIaf = q5/q10 x mean of q10 
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To avoid 'dividing by zero' errors, all ratings were first increased by 1. 

To the first degree, that is assuming an individual’s judgment is a linear 

function of the actual amount to be judged, division of a subject’s self-rating by the 

subject’s rating of the public object gives an ipsative measure of his or her cultural 

identity as a proportion of the cultural identity of the public object, e.g. a subject may 

consider himself or herself to be half (1/2) as Jamaican as Patterson.  The means of 

q8, q9 and q10 represent the group’s consensus judgments of Jamaican-ness, Anglo-

American-ness and African-ness of Patterson. Multiplying each ipsative measure by 

these means allows the individual’s ipsative judgments of their cultural identity 

constructs to be grounded in the consensus judgments of the group. So, to continue 

the example, if the group’s consensus judgment is that Patterson is rated at say 8 on 

Jamaican-ness, then the individual’s Primary Index of Jamaican-ness, being 1/2 of 

Patterson’s, can be calculated as 1/2 x 8 = 4. Boufoy-Bastick25 (2002) notes that, for 

purposes of comparing the values of different subgroups, the Primary Cultural Index 

can be grounded in the consensus judgments of any subgroup. However, in this study 

the main interest was the meanings given to the each of the three cultural identity 

constructs by the whole group. Hence, means derived from the whole group were 

used to ground each subject’s Primary Cultural Indices in the consensus judgments of 

the whole group. 

An individual subject’s trans-national identity profile comprises all of that 

subject's Primary cultural-ethnic identities. The Relative Cultural Identity (RCI) for any 

construct, e.g. Anglo-American-ness, Jamaican-ness or African-ness is calculated as 

the proportion that each PCIc is of the total PCI for a subject. For example, where 

PCIj, PCIam, PCIaf represent the subject's primary cultural indices for the three 

constructs Anglo-American-ness, Jamaican-ness and African-ness, the subject's Total 

Primary Cultural Index (TPCI) is PCIj+PCIam+PCIaf and the subject's Relative Cultural 

Index for say Jamaican-ness (RCIj) will be RCIj=PCIj/TPCI. Similarly, the subject's 

Relative Cultural Index for American-ness (RCIam) will be RCIam=PCIam/TPCI and the 

subject's Relative Cultural Index for say African-ness (RCIaf) will be RCIaf=PCIaf/TPCI. 

These Relative Cultural Indices indicate the relative strengths of each component in 

the subject’s trans-national identity and so, in an otherwise unbiased context, would 

predict subjects’ preferred culturally relevant behaviors, values and choices. Hence, 

                                                           
25

 Béatrice Boufoy-Bastick, ―Measuring Cultural Identity in Culturally Diverse Societies‖ 

World Cultures, 13(1) (2002): 39-47.  
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these Relative Cultural Indices can be used to test the concurrent validity of the three 

cultural-ethnic identity composites. For this purpose respondents also noted their 

preferences for living in America, Jamaica or Africa using questions q14, q15 and q16: 

q14 How much do you like living in Jamaica 0-9 

q15 How much would you like living in America 0-9 

q16 How much would you like living in Africa 0-9 

As Relative cultural identities are predictive of relative cultural behavior 

choices, concurrent validity of the three cultural identity composites was tested using 

correlations with subjects’ relative cultural preferences. For example, a correlation 

between RCIj and preferring to live in Jamaica relative to the other countries would 

evidence the concurrent validity of the Cultural Indices of Jamaican-ness - and 

similarly for the Cultural Indices of Anglo-American-ness and African-ness. 

To triangulate the construct validity of these Cultural Indices, respondents 

were also asked to rate the Anglo-American-ness, Jamaican-ness and African-ness of 

a second, very different public object Q2b, namely a Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC) 

retail outlet, using questions q11, q12 and q13: 

q11 How Jamaican do you feel KFC is 0-9 

q12 How American do you feel  KFC is 0-9 

q13 How African do you feel  KFC is 0-9 

As the subject's identity should be independent of the public object chosen 

for grounding we should find that subjects' RCIc based on Q2a should correlate with 

their identities based on Q2b. These correlations were calculated to confirm the 

construct validity of the Cultural Indices. However, correlations and t-tests comparing 

the ratings of the two different public objects, one t-test and correlation for each 

cultural construct, were first calculated to ensure that ratings of the two public 

objects were significantly different on each construct. These differences gave greater 

robustness to the triangulation of the construct validity. 

After calculating subjects’ Primary Cultural Indices and Relative Cultural 

Indices for Jamaican-ness, Anglo-American-ness and African-ness, and confirming the 

concurrent and construct validities of these measures, subjects were grouped as 

Male or Female. They were also classified as Young or Old depending on them being 

in the first or fourth quartiles of the age distribution. First and fourth quartile 

groupings for age were compared to ensure that the age difference between all 

subjects would be greater than 17 years, with an inter-mean difference of 30 years, 

which is a generous estimate of mean generational age difference for Jamaica. A t-
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test was calculated to ensure that the two groups had significantly different mean 

ages. The trans-national identities of these gender and age groups were then 

compared using a mixed model repeated measures ANOVA, 2 x 2 x (3), with age and 

gender as between subject factors and with composite trans-national identity at 

three levels, Jamaican-ness, Anglo-American-ness and African-ness as within subject 

measures. In particular, the generational changes in trans-national identity were 

identified by comparing mean trans-national identity profiles of the older males and 

females with those of younger males and females. 

 

Results 

 

All the subjects interviewed were Jamaican (N=126).  Fifty-eight percent 

were male (n=73) and forty-two percent were female (n=53). The interviews lasted 

between one and 19 minutes with a mean of seven minutes and fifteen seconds. 

Ages of respondents ranged from 11 to 65 years with a mean of 31 years 9 months. 

The two youngest subjects were 11 and 12 years old. All others were more than 15 

years old. The respondents in the first quartile (n=32) were all younger than 22 years 

with a mean age of 18.13 years, while those in the fourth quartile (n=35) were all 

older than 39 years with a mean age of 48.05 years.  

 

Construct validity 

The correlations between subjects’ Relative Cultural Indices based on 

different public objects vis. the Prime Minister Patterson and the fast food outlet KFC 

were: 

RCI Jamaican-ness (based on ‘Prime Minister’ and ‘KFC outlet’)  

 r=0.232**, p=0.010, n=124 

RCI Anglo-American-ness (based on ‘Prime Minister’ and ‘KFC outlet’) 

 r=0.349**, p<0.001, n=124 

RCI African-ness (based on ‘Prime Minister’ and ‘KFC outlet’)  

 r=0.467**, p<0.001, n=124 

However, the correlations between the ratings of the original questions 

were: 

How Jamaican are the ‘Prime Minister’ and the ‘KFC outlet’, q8, q11  

r= - 0.208, p=0.019, n=126 

How American are the ‘Prime Minister’ and the ‘KFC outlet’, q9, q12  
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r=   0.134, p=0.135, n=126 

How African are the ‘Prime Minister’ and the ‘KFC outlet’, q10, q13  

r=   0.084, p=0.352, n=124 

** Correlations significant at p<0.001, n=124 due to two missing data values 

 

The differences between the mean ratings of each pair of questions is given 

in Table 1. 

Table 1: Mean ratings of the Jamaican-ness, Anglo-American-ness and African-
ness of one public object were very different from these mean ratings of the 
other public object. 

Concurrent validity 

Correlations of subject preferences for living in Jamaica, America or Africa 

with their corresponding Relative Cultural Indices are given below. Two sets of results 

are given. One set of three correlations gives subject preferences correlated with 

their RCI based on ‘Prime Minister Patterson’ and the other set of three correlations 

gives the corresponding results using the RCI based on the ‘KFC outlet’. 

RCI Jamaican-ness (based on the ‘KFC outlet’) and preference for living in 

Jamaica, r=0.194*, p=0.030 

RCI Anglo-American-ness (based on the ‘KFC outlet’) and preference for living 

in America, r=0.273**, p=0.002 

RCI African-ness (based on the ‘KFC outlet’) and preference for living in 

Africa, r=0.153, p=0.085 

RCI Jamaican-ness (based on ‘Prime Minister Patterson’) and preference for 

living in Jamaica, r=-.0.043, p=0.634 

RCI Anglo-American-ness (based on ‘Prime Minister Patterson’) and 

preference for living in America, r=0.153, p=0.090 

RCI African-ness (based on ‘Prime Minister Patterson’) and preference for 

living in Africa, r=0.240**, p=0.007 

** Correlations significant at p<0.001, * Correlations significant at p<0.05 
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Generational age differences 

The quartile cut-points of the age distribution were at 22 years (25th 

percentile), 29.5 years (50th percentile) and 39 years for the 75th percentile. The 

young subjects in the first quartile (n=32) were between 11 and 22 years old with a 

mean age of 18.13 years. Old subjects in the fourth quartile (n=35) were between 38 

and 65 years old with a mean age of 48.03 years. Hence the minimum age difference 

between any subject in one group and any subject in the other group was 17 years 

with a mean difference of 29.9 years. This difference was significant at p<0.001, 

t(44)=21.7 

 

Comparisons of trans-national identities by gender and age 

Descriptive results for each group and subgroup combination are given for 

each Primary Cultural Identity construct in Table 2. 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics by all combinations of sex and age for the Primary 
Cultural Indices of Jamaican-ness, Anglo-American-ness and African-ness 
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There was an overall significant main effect for trans-national identity 

showing a difference between the three Primary Cultural Indices of Jamaican-ness, 

Anglo-American-ness and African-ness, using Huynh-Feldt Epsilon at F(2,95)=4.931, 

p=0.013. 
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Conclusion and Discussion 

 

Published measures of Cultural Identity can be classified as Acculturation 

scales, Multigroup Ethnic instruments or Culturally specific instruments. By asking 

culturally specific questions about accepted markers of culture such as ritual 

observance, food preferences, language use, community attitudes, etc. these 

instruments claim to assess an individual's degree of enculturation into that specific 

culture. This paper has argued that, (i) although these culturally specific instruments 

may be used to compare individuals on one cultural construct, they cannot 

meaningfully and efficiently compare subjects across cultural constructs, and (ii) 
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because they are based on fixed nominal categorizations, often from a perspective of 

the 'visible minority', they are too inflexible and simplistic for use as measures of 

changing and embedded concepts of trans-national identity.  Trans-national identity 

is a composite of more than one cultural identity. The cultural identities of which it is 

composed are complex interacting and continuously changing cultural constructs 

that are defined differently by the varying experiences of cultural subgroups in a 

given population. Hence, a different approach to the measurement of trans-national 

identity seems to be justified. The Cultural Index, used in this study, utilized self-

ratings and ratings of public objects to capture subjects' self-knowledge of cultural 

identity and ground this in a given group's consensus emic meaning of cultural 

identity. 

Using data from one-on-one mall interrupt interviews, the trans-national 

identity of 126 urban Jamaicans was measured in terms of the three most common 

composite cultural constructs of trans-national identity in Jamaica, namely Jamaican-

ness, Anglo-American-ness and African-ness. The construct validities of these Primary 

Cultural Indices (PICIs) were verified by demonstrating that subjects' three PCIs 

remained the same even when their calculation was based on the ratings of two very 

different public objects - 'the Prime Minister' and 'a KFC fast food outlet'. This was 

consistent with the expectation that a subject's cultural identity should be 

independent of the instruments that measure it. Further the non-significant 

correlations between ratings of these public objects and the significant differences in 

the mean ratings showed that these public objects were perceived as representing 

the three cultural constructs very differently, These differences give greater 

robustness to the triangulation of the construct validity.  The concurrent validities of 

the measures were demonstrated by the significant correlations between each 

Primary Cultural Index and subjects' preferences for living in the matching country - 

the assumption being that the more pronounced is a subject’s primary cultural 

identity then the greater would be the subject's preference for cultural choices 

consistent with that cultural identity.  It was noticeable that the significant 

correlation between African-ness and preferring to live in Africa was largest for the 

Primary Cultural Index based on the 'person' public object of the Prime Minister who 

has been widely 'publicised' in Jamaica as being African-Jamaican, and that the 

significant correlation between Anglo-American-ness and preferring to live in 

America as well as the significant correlation between being Jamaican and preferring 

to live in Jamaica, were based on the 'lifestyle' public of the KFC outlet. 
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After establishing the construct and concurrent validities of the three 

measures, the subjects were divided into two generations according to 

generational age differences indicate by the age of first childbearing in Jamaica. It 

has been reported that about 40 percent of Jamaican women have been pregnant 

by the age 19 years. The first fourth quartiles of the age distribution were 

compared and were found to have a significant difference of 30 years, and were 

separated by a minimum of 17 years, which generously represents the current age 

difference between these generations in Jamaica. This enabled young (mean age 18 

years) and old (mean age 48 years) males and females to be compared so as to 

identify gender differences and generational differences in the trans-national 

identities of these urban Jamaicans. 

ANOVA produced mean Primary Cultural Indices (PCIs) of Jamaican-ness, 

Anglo-American-ness and African-ness for Males (M) and Females (F) separately, 

for Old (O) and Young (Y) separately, as well as for the older group split into M and 

F, and for the younger group split into M and F. These means were graphed in 

Figures 1 to 10. The ANOVA showed that the means of the three composite cultural 

constructs of trans-national identity were significantly different for these urban 

Jamaicans (Figure 1).  

When these overall means were decomposed into M and F we saw that the 

females were more African-American, but less Jamaican, than the males (Figure 2). 

When decomposed by age, we saw that the young were more Jamaican and less 

Anglo-American than the old, but of equal African-ness (Figure 3). Then we looked 

more closely at these trans-generational differences by further decomposing each 

of the means of young and old into M and F. Figure 4 compared the identities of 

Young Males (YM) and Young Females (YF). The males were more Jamaican and 

African but much less Anglo-American than the females (Figure 4). We can begin to 

appreciate the meaning of these differences when we look at the very different 

trans-national identity profiles of Old Male (OM) and Old Female (OF) Jamaicans in 

figure 5. These older men are much more Jamaican than the older women but the 

older women are much more African-American than the older males (Figure 5). On 

identifying these differences we are led to hypothesize possible influences that 

might have led to these findings. These hypotheses point the way for further 

qualitative and quantitative ethnographic research to investigate these differences 

and their possible causes. Jamaican society is predominantly single-female head-of-

household.  As pointed out by the International Planned Parenthood Association 
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"Nearly half of all households are single-parent families headed by women" 

(International Planned Parenthood Association, 2004). Also, the children of these 

lone mothers tend to emigrate to become African-Americans. It is highly likely that 

these older women now identify themselves more with their African-American 

children and less as Jamaicans than do the older males who have fewer such 

external national influences upon them.   

When we compared generational differences for Females (OF vs. YF in 

Figure 6), we noticed that the young woman were very much more Jamaican and 

much less African-American than their older counterparts. This would be consistent 

with the strong in-country influences of more recent education on the young 

group, which emphasizes patriotic Jamaican-ness and African slave heritage. In 

addition, because females of this age (mean 18 years-old) have higher educational 

attainments than males they are more likely to be preparing for American 

immigration than are the males in this same age group.  These same explanations 

also clarify the differences plotted in Figure 7 that show YF are very similar in high 

Jamaican-ness to OM yet are a little more African-American.  

Though the trans-national identity of OM is most similar to that of young 

women (figure 7), the older women are most dissimilar to the young males (Figure 

8). It seems that within Jamaican society the cultural identity of older males is a 

much stronger role model for the young than is that of the older women. This 

strong male influence is commensurate with authority of masculinity in Jamaican 

society.  These influences of education and masculinity also explain the illustration 

in Figure 9 where young males are shown as being very similar to older males in 

Jamaican-ness and in American-ness but are more pronounced in their African-

ness. This is consistent with younger males having the older males as cultural role 

models, with education enhancing their African-ness and Jamaican-ness and having 

few influential aspirations of American emigration. 

Figure 10 summarized these differences in trans-generational identities of 

urban Jamaican males and females. It is clear that the older women have a very 

different trans-national identity profile to that of all males and younger females. 

This large difference is consistent with older single-parent mothers identifying with 

their African-American emigrant children.  The other differences are possibly due 

to the in-country influences of the older Jamaican male as cultural role model, 

mediated by African slave heritage education influencing the cultural identities of 

younger males and females, and the likelihood that young females, because of 
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their higher educational attainments, turn more to American emigration than do 

the young males.  

In this study the Cultural Index made possible valid measures of the three 

Primary Cultural Constructs of Jamaican-ness, Anglo-American-ness and African-

ness that comprise the trans-national identities of urban Jamaicans. By comparing 

identity profiles across generations for males and females we identified differences 

in trans-national identities from which educational, national and global influences 

were hypothesized as being the most fruitful areas for future ethnographic 

research into these findings of changing trans-national identity in urban Jamaica.  
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The Difficult Conceptualisation of Circular Migration between the EU 

and the MENA Region1 

  

 

Tamirace FAKHOURY 
 

 
Abstract. This article examines the extent to which circular migration (CM) can be framed 
first as a useful migration typology and second as an efficient migration strategy in the 
MENA region and between the latter and the EU. After discussing the difficult 
conceptualisation of the circular migration model, it alludes to the inherent discrepancies 
between the normative, empirical and prescriptive connotations of the concept, then it 
analyses different examples of circularity in the MENA region and between the latter and 
the EU. It concludes that since the very concept of circular migration (as proposed by the 
EU) is still in its exploratory and genesis phases, it is advisable to refrain from conferring an 
overvalued significance on the CM approach and to consider it rather as a strategy inherent 
to a more global approach to labour migration in the EU-MENA context. On a more 
theoretical level, and beyond the specificities of the EU and MENA, this article would 
suggest caution in the normative use of circular migration. As much contention prevails 
over circular migration as a migration typology, it would be recommendable that CM be 
rather considered an option, a policy initiative suitable for some countries more than 
others, or a strategy to manage migration trends in transnational contexts. 
 
Keywords: circular migration, EU, Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Region 

 

I. Circularity in the backdrop of new and shifting migration geographies  

 

As migration dynamics have grown into a confusing interplay of social, 

human and spatial variables, the frontiers of mobility have become increasingly 

                                                           
1
 The findings of this article are inspired by and based on a series of meetings (Intensive 

Thematic Session, The Role of Circular Migration in the Euro-Mediterranean Area 

Florence, 17 - 19 October 2007; Conference with Policy-Makers, Circular Migration: 

Experiences, Opportunities and Constraints for Southern and Eastern Mediterranean 

Countries, January 27-28, 2008, Florence) and original research on circular migration  

undertaken in the framework of the Consortium of Applied International Migration 

(CARIM) at the European University Institute in Florence, www.carim.org.  

http://www.carim.org/
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unfathomable, and the challenges posed by the latter more and more complex.  

Circular migration (CM) has lately come to the forefront in migration 

management as an innovative option that could address intricate migration issues.2 At 

first glance, circular migration seems like a natural scenario deriving from increased 

patterns of labour mobility and merging geographical boundaries.   

Presented as a triple-win situation that could satisfy the supply of labour 

market in both origin and receiving countries, provide in some cases an alternative to 

the permanent settlement dilemma in host countries, and mitigate the problem of 

brain drain afflicting origin countries,3 the CM paradigm has increasingly caught the 

attention of various international players.  

A plethora of literature on migration has tackled in the last decade temporary 

migration policies and programmes (TMPPs) as migration opportunities that could 

respond –at least partially – to the challenges of undocumented migration, fill in  

labour and demographic gaps, and provide new avenues for the international 

circulation of skills.4 Temporary migration schemes are thought a priori to consolidate 

the link between migration and development.5  There is also an underlying but 

unverified assumption that the increase in temporary migration programmes for both 

highly-skilled and lower-skilled migrants could decrease irregular migration.6  

In a wider perspective, this interest in temporal migratory trends can be linked 

                                                           
2 See for example IOM‘s report, ―World Migration 2005: Costs and Benefits of International 

Migration,‖ Geneva: International Organization for Migration, 2005 ; GCIM‘s report, 

―Migration in an Interconnected World: New Directions for Action‖, Geneva: Global 

Commission on International Migration, 2005; the Abu Dialogue‘s Ministerial Consultation 

on Overseas Employment and Contractual labour for Countries of Origin and Destination in 

Asia, ―Contractual Labour Mobility in Asia Key Partnerships for Development between 

Countries of Origin and Destination‖, 21-22 January 2008. 
3 An underlying assumption is that if circular migration schemes are facilitated, there will be 

less ―pressure‖ for migrants to relocate their families and settle in destination countries. See 

Graemo Hugo, ―Circular Migration: keeping Development Rolling,‖ Migration Information 

Source, June 2003, 2.   
4 For a discussion of the interrelationships between temporary migration and development, 

see for example, Kevin O‘Neil, ―Using Remittances and Circular Migration to Drive 

Development,‖ Migration Policy Institute, June 2003,  

http://www.migrationinformation.org/USfocus/display.cfm?ID=133.   
5 For a recapitulation on the envisaged benefits of circular migration schemes, see, for 

example, Steven Vertovec, ― Circular Migration: the Way forward in Global Policy‖, 

Working Paper, International Migration Institute,  2007, 1-9.  
6 See European Commission, ―Towards a comprehensive European Migration Policy: 

Cracking down on employment of illegal immigrants and fostering circular migration and 

mobility partnerships‖, May 2007, http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/07/678.  

http://www.migrationinformation.org/USfocus/display.cfm?ID=133
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/07/678
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to a new overall approach to migration. In an international order marked by an uneasy 

relationship between nation-states and transnationalism, priorities have been 

reformulated. Hence, since migration is an inevitable phenomenon commensurate 

with security and sovereignty concerns, it is essential to deal with the contentious 

matters that migration provokes through devising appropriate policy areas. In this 

respect, promoting temporary and circular migration schemes (TCMSs) seem like an 

ingenious route to address the thorny issues posed by irregular and permanent 

migration.  

Circular migration should thus be analysed as an offshoot concept derived, on 

the one hand, from the particularities of the present world, and, on the other hand, 

from a renewed interest in temporary migration,7 stemming from an international 

drive to restructure migration perspectives in response to various challenges.  

These remarks notwithstanding, the CM paradigm has provoked strident 

controversy. Some scholars are particularly suspicious when it comes to presenting 

circular migration as a breakthrough in migration management. It is thus emphasised 

that circular migration “cannot be considered as a new phenomenon”, and should be 

conceptualised and assessed against the background of previous temporary 

programmes involving schemes of circularity.8  Others warn against reviving the idea of 

temporariness in migration, in many ways reminiscent of the European Guest Worker 

labour programmes of the 1960s and the 1970s.9  Hence, in the wake of the Guest 

Worker programmes, which stirred up diverse controversies concerning the settlement 

                                                           
7 It should be emphasised that temporary migration movements have gained considerable 

importance in the Asian region, in North America, and in the Euro-Mediterranean Zone. See 

Tanya Basol, ―Mexican Seasonal Migration to Canada and Development: a Community-

based Comparison, ― International Migration 41 (2): 3-26, 2003; EU Commission, ―an EU 

Approach to Managing Economic Migration,‖ Green Paper, Brussels, (January 2005); 

Graeme Hugo, ―Migration in the Asia-Pacific region‖, a paper prepared for the Policy 

Analysis and Research Programme for the Global Commission on International Migration, 

September 2005;  Philip Martin, ―Migrants in the Global Labour Market‖, Geneva: Global 

Commission on International Migration, 2005.  
8 See Ahmet Icduygu, ―Circular Migration and Turkey: an Overview of the Past and Present: 

some Demo-Economic Implications,‖ CARIM Analytic and Synthetic notes 2008/10, 

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_10.pdf, 1.  Icduygu argues that 

Guest Workers programmes in the 1960s between Turkey and Europe were based upon 

circularity.  
9 See Abdelrazak, Zekri, ―La dimension politique de la migration circulaire en Tunisie,‖ 

CARIM Analytic and Synthetic notes 2008/17, http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-

texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_17.pdf.For more details on the Western European Guest Worker 

System‖, see Stephan Castles, ―Guestworkers in Europe: A Resurrection?‖ International 

Migration Review, Vol. 40 (Winter 2006): 741-766.  

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_17.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_17.pdf
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and integration of the workers and their families, there was a general consent in 

Europe, especially during the 1980s, that temporary labour programmes were not the 

solution to the region’s labour needs.   

Today, the concept of temporary migration is being revisited by policy-makers 

in the view of avoiding previous pitfalls. In its attempt to embark on a new migration 

path with third countries, for instance, the European Union has put temporary 

migration labour programmes back into the limelight,10 and has picked on circular 

migration as a profitable option for meeting certain human, developmental and 

economic objectives in both source and destination countries.11  More specifically it has 

proposed to integrate in national migration frameworks favourable elements that 

could facilitate the circular mobility of migrants, such as devising more flexible visa 

regimes in the backdrop of mobility partnerships.12   

Proposing to probe into the far-reaching implications of circular migration 

from both conceptual, empirical, and prescriptive angles, this article discusses the 

difficult conceptualisation of circular migration. Then, it tackles the applicability of CM 

schemes between the European Union and the MENA region13, and within the region 

itself. 

After a critical review of the circular migration concept, the paper picks out 

examples of circular migration patterns in the region. It asks whether circular migration 

– as understood by the EU – could evolve into a comprehensive solution in the region, 

                                                           
10 Focusing on the consolidation of legal migration and the facilitation of temporary 

migration schemes several EC-funded programmes between EU member states and third 

countries have been launched. Examples are the Morocco-Spain programme for managing 

seasonal immigration (January 2006-June 2008), and the Egypt-Morocco-Italy programme 

for ―sharing learning for a better migration life‖ (December 2006-May 2008).  
11 See Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the 

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, ―Migration 

and Development: Some Concrete Orientations‖, COM(2005) 390 final, September 2005; 

Communication from the Commission, Policy Plan on Legal Migration, COM(2005) 669 

final, Brussels, December, 2005; See Communication from the Commission to the European 

Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee 

of the Regions, ―On Circular Migration and Mobility Partnerships between the European 

Union and Third Countries‖, Brussels, COM (2007) 248, May 2007.  
12 See Hugo Brady, ―EU Migration Policy: An A-Z‖, Centre for European Reform, February 

2008, 10.  
13 Since delimiting the frontiers of the MENA region has acquired several political 

connotations over the years, it is important to note that the paper particularly addresses 

countries that are geographically close to Europe. More specifically it targets Eastern and 

Southern Mediterranean countries, and does not claim to cover the whole geopolitical 

construct implied by the MENA region.  
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and tries to identify the dynamics that enhance or hinder its application. Another 

fundamental question that the article brings up is whether circular migration policies 

could be easily integrated into the policy-making migration agendas of MENA 

governments. 

 

II. The vague notion of circular migration in the EU-MENA context  

 

Circular migration has always existed in unmanaged ways. The current 

terminological notion refers though more to a managed circularity than to a 

spontaneous pattern of rotational migration. In order to dispel confusion, migration 

scholars attempted to frame the concept in various ways. A broad definition defines 

circular migration “as a continuing, long-term, and fluid movement of people between 

countries, including both temporary and more permanent movements.”14 

A more concise definition proposes, instead, to define the present notion of 

circular migration with the following criteria: temporary, renewable, legal, respectful of 

migrants’ rights, circular in the sense that freedom of movement between source and 

host countries is not hindered, and managed in such a way as to fill in the gaps of 

labour demand and supply.15 

For the purpose of this paper, it is important to distinguish circular migration 

from mere temporary or seasonal migration. In fact, circular migration implies 

repetitive or repeat migration which is not necessarily temporary or seasonal. 

Temporary migration could on, the other hand, imply a one-off journey back and 

forth.16 

Although the concept remains blurred, its fluidity is thought to be 

intentional. It is thereby safe to define circular migration as flexibly designed 

repetitive migration patterns between different migration destinations.  

The elasticity of the concept does in fact allow for a whole range of choices 

                                                           
14 Kathleen Newland and Dovelyn Agunias, ―How can Circular Migration and Sustainable 

Return Serve as Development Tools?‖ background paper for the preparation of the first 

meeting of the Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD), Brussels, 9-11 July 

2007. 
15 Philippe Fargues, ―Circular Migration: is it Relevant South and East of the 

Mediterranean?‖ CARIM analytic and Synthetic notes 2008/40, http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-

texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_40.pdf.  
16 Jean Pierre Cassarino, ―Patterns of Circular Migration in the Euro-Mediterranean Area: 

Implications for Policy-Making‖, CARIM analytic and Synthetic notes 2008/29, 

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_29.pdf,  

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_40.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_40.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_29.pdf


                   
The Difficult Conceptualisation of Circular Migration 

JIMS - Volume 4, number 1, 2010 

 

115 
 

both in attempts to concretise and organise CM projects. Nevertheless, this 

conceptual imprecision creates stark ambivalence regarding the components, 

applicability and objectives of circular migration, which in the end undermines the 

very functionality of the concept.  

The lack of consensus over the definitional implications of circular 

migration in migration research poses various problems. And the profusion of 

meanings and connotations facilitates neither the elaboration of a common 

conceptual framework, nor the application of a model either for researchers or for 

policy-makers. For instance, whereas the EU Communication plays on the notion of 

return as “one of the key conditions” in circular migration,17 some scholars studying 

circular migration on a larger scale emphasise the elements of permanence in 

circularity and the elements of circularity in permanence.18 Then we must not 

forget that circular migration has complex temporal components, but also complex 

spatial ones which blur the boundaries between circularity and permanence and 

raise pertinent questions on the finality of CM programs.19 Furthermore, the term 

could be classified both as a migration typology, which can be divided into several 

subtypes,20 a policy initiative launched by specific organisms and as a particular by-

product of temporary migration.  

 

                                                           
17 See Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, ―On Circular 

Migration and Mobility Partnerships between the European Union and Third Countries,‖ 11.  

It is important to note that the EU envisages circular migration of third-country nationals 

already settled in the EU; however, it does not expand further on the elements of permanence 

and circularity. Thus, in the EU Communication on circular migration (p. 8), the element of 

permanence is discarded and is perceived as a pitfall that could ―defeat‖ the very ―objective‖ 

of circular migration.  
18 Circular migration can imply different scenarios among which repeated return visits of 

permanent migrants to their origin countries, or repeat migration followed by definitive 

return. See Newland and Agunias, ―How Can Circular Migration‖, 6.  
19 A pertinent question would be whether circular migration implies the final return of the 

migrant to the country of origin. For instance, is the circular migrant a permanent migrant in 

the sense that his/her circularity does not entail his final return to his source country, but to 

another immigration country? Whereas some scholars consider this scenario as circular 

migration (Newland and Agunias), EU communications stress the idea of return to the 

country of origin.  
20 See for example Agunias and Newland, ―How Can Circular Migration,‖ 6; Agunias and 

Newland, ―Circular Migration and Development: Trends, Policy Routes and Ways Forward‖, 

Migration Policy Institute, Washington, D.C, 2007.  
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The rift between the normative and empirical aspects of circular migration: the 
limitations to conceptualising CM in the EU-MENA context 

If the objective is to present circular migration as a broad migration 

“typology” or as flexible paradigm, then there is an obvious discrepancy between 

the model and its application in the policy-making field. Circular migration could 

theoretically imply various repetitive patterns and trends of movements, which do 

not necessarily correspond to the specific type of managed and selective circularity 

envisioned by the EU, other international organisms or European countries.21 More 

specifically, whereas in a theoretical perspective, circular migration implies the 

unconstrained and voluntary movement of people, circular migration programmes 

as designed by some countries have targeted seasonal migrants who return every 

year to do some jobs related to agriculture or industry or who are selected 

according to very stringent criteria.22 This contradiction notwithstanding, there are 

also divergences over the understanding of circular migration programmes in the 

European Union. Thus, whereas some EU countries would like to target highly-

skilled migrants, others would like to apply circular migration schemes to seasonal 

migrants.23  

In the EU-MENA context, regardless of matters related to defining 

circularity, there is no consensus or common vision so far on the different 

constitutive aspects that would allow the implementation of circular migration. 

Thus, researchers and policy-makers in the MENA region are ‘still in the dark’ when 

it comes to framing the model.24 

In fact, the understanding of circular migration in respect to the MENA 

region remains arbitrary, and elements of implementability in the EU-MENA region 

are still blurred.25 Also, in concrete terms, there is real doubt as to whether the EU 

                                                           
21 See Cassarino, ―Patterns of Circular Migration.‖  
22 I refer mainly to temporary migration programs targeting seasonal migrant women who 

come to Spain for the strawberry-picking season. These women are selected according to 

very strict criteria that do not necessarily take into consideration humanitarian needs.  
23 Brady, ―EU Migration Policy‖, 10.  
24 See CARIM Coordination Team, Proceedings of two CARIM Meetings on Circular 

Migration,  CARIM Proceedings 2008/1,  

http://cadmus.eui.eu/dspace/bitstream/1814/9912/1/CARIM_Proceedings_08_01.pdf.  
25 Common questions raised by policy-makers and researchers from the MENA Region in the 

two meetings organised on circular migration revolved around the following: Should circular 

migration be firmly institutionalised or can it entail certain degrees of flexibility? Should its 

implementation be left to the discretion of national migration policies? How can states ensure 

the sustainability of circular migration programmes? Does it require new legislation in host 

and source countries? How should the state approach the social and political rights of 

http://cadmus.eui.eu/dspace/bitstream/1814/9912/1/CARIM_Proceedings_08_01.pdf
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and cooperative third parties have, on the one hand, appropriate policy 

instruments and, on the other hand, adequate cooperative channels to introduce 

and jointly monitor circular migration schemes.  

Additionally, on a definitional level, circular migration is presented as a 

flexible albeit regulated migratory pattern with various benefits: mitigating brain 

drain, favouring the return of human capital and remittance inflows, with migration 

as an incentive for development.26 However, on the empirical level, there is no 

clear and conclusive scientific assessment regarding the benefits of circular 

migration or the optimal ways to institutionalise these practices. 27 It is also 

controversial whether CM could contribute to alleviating the EU’s demographic 

problems and labour shortages.28 

One could thus question whether the normative construct of circular 

migration encompasses elements, which are not even verified empirically. Hence, 

from a methodological perspective, the rift between the promised potential of 

circular migration and its unclear empirical outcomes cast doubt on the concept’s 

applicability.  

In a wider perspective, before discussing the specifics of CM schemes 

between the EU and the MENA region, it is also worth mentioning that previous 

pitfalls regarding provisional labour programmes in Europe have made migration 

researchers cautious when it comes either to revisiting worn-out migration 

concepts or conferring on temporary migration, with its various derivatives, a 

prescriptive formula.  Moreover, relying on past normative lessons derived from 

Guest Worker programmes does not necessarily help avoid old traps, for circular 

migration today is supposed to operate in different socio-political and economic 

                                                                                                                                                      
circular migrants? To what extent are visas portable given the backdrop of overregulated 

border controls? And how can states make sure that the migrants‘ work permits and benefits 

are portable? Should circular migration research at this point also engage in studying patterns 

for the return and reintegration of the circular migrants in their origin countries? All these 

questions point to the fact that circular migration programmes are highly sophisticated 

schemes that require planning, coordination and monitoring between concerned parties. In 

the absence of thought out and coordinative measures, circular migration is likely to remain a 

conjectural issue. See Proceedings of two CARIM Meetings on Circular Migration.  
26 See EU Communication on Circular Migration, 8.  
27 For observations on the unsure empirical applicability of circular migration, see, for 

example, Steffen Angenendt, ―Circular Migration: a sustainable Concept for Migration 

Policy,‖ SWP Comments, June 2007.  
28 Castles, ―Guestworkers in Europe‖, 758-759. Castles also argue that as the European 

Union will be facing major labour gaps, employers will fight to ―retain‖ qualified temporary 

migrants, and thus the system of rotation will defeat its purpose.  
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constellations.29 Thus, migration research based on revisiting former circularity 

patterns is not transferable to the present international context.  

 

Working Hypotheses 
In the light of these reservations, the article argues that there is a 

discrepancy between the model of circular migration as envisaged by the EU and 

circular migration as such in the MENA region. In other words, the notion as 

proposed by the EU is not compatible with the understanding and traditions of 

circularity existent in the Middle East and North Africa. Whereas circular migration 

scenarios do exist in the region, political contexts and national prerogatives there 

do not allow the application of the model as viewed by the EU. The article also 

demonstrates how the unclear concept, objects and implementation tools of 

circular migration pose certain problems when it comes to framing the concept in 

the MENA region.  

In order to prove these two claims, the paper first distinguishes between 

the Middle Eastern and North African contexts since requisites and prospects for 

circular migration schemes are different in the two cases.  Second, it demonstrates 

that background conditions in the Middle East will more likely hinder the 

application of CM programmes as visualised by the EU. In North Africa, whilst 

repeat migration schemes seem at first easier to apply, negative indicators 

generated by incompatible policy-making stances between the EU and North 

African countries undermine these schemes.  

Despite the distinction that the paper wishes to make between the Middle 

East and North Africa, it is argued that under present circumstances, circular 

migration in both contexts cannot develop into a broad migration strategy for 

reasons revolving around conflicting policy-making agendas. Although pilot projects 

of temporary migration do take place between the EU and the MENA region and 

although there are circular movements within the region itself, prospects for a 

sustainable CM approach as a structural part of a wider global migration approach 

are slight.30  

                                                           
29 See also concluding remarks elaborated by Icduygu in ―Circular Migration and Turkey‖, 

15. 
30 The article differentiates between limited temporary labour and circular migration projects 

(TLCM) and a structured as well as sustainable circular migration approach in the region. It 

argues that temporary migration pilot projects are by no means a reflection of the ambitious 

definition of CM as a ―as a continuing, long-term, and fluid movement of people between 

countries, including both temporary and more permanent movements.‖ See Newland and 
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The reasons why this paper looks for differences between the Middle 

Eastern and Northern African contexts despite the undoubted presence of 

similarities can be justified as follows: assessing the feasibility of circular migration 

schemes in the Middle East requires different analytical tools from those enabling 

the assessment of circular migration schemes in North Africa.  

This is due to the excessively turbulent political setting in the Middle East 

and the Middle Eastern governments’ agendas which are more structured by 

security politics and the conditionalities of ongoing conflicts than by migration-

related issues.31 It would also be worth pondering whether North Africa’s extreme 

geographical closeness to some EU member states dictates different priorities in 

policy-making agendas. 

Because the unstable Eastern Mediterranean region is deeply marked by 

ongoing political conflicts, governments tend to rivet their attention on immediate 

matters that derive from the region’s special structure and problems. 32 In fact, the 

Eastern Mediterranean political context dictates the region’s migration 

preoccupations as the latter are strongly influenced by political and security 

concerns.  

On the other hand, due to the relative absence of acute conflicts,33 political 

conditions in North Africa seem at first glance to be more favourable to the 

development of particular CM schemes. Yet, North Africa’s geographical closeness 

to the EU and the strident controversy over the management of irregular migration 

between the two regions,34 as well as the disagreements over the external 

dimension of EU’s  immigration policy35 more easily leads to discordance 

concerning the rationale and objectives of CM schemes endorsed by the EU.  

                                                                                                                                                      
Agunias, ―How Can Circular Migration and Sustainable Return Serve as Development 

Tools?‖ Brussels, 9-11 July 2007. 
31 These conditions do not apply to the Southern Mediterranean countries where the 

geopolitical context is less affected by ongoing conflicts such as the Arab-Israeli conflict.  
32 Presently, migration agendas in Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon are very much concerned with 

the issue of Iraqi refugees in the wake of the US-led war in Iraq.  
33 It is noteworthy that the region is not devoid of conflicts. We cite mainly political 

instability in Mauritania, looming struggles between the government and the opposition in 

Algeria and border problems between Morocco and Algeria over the Sahara issue.  
34 For instance, geographical proximity contributes to irregular migration from North Africa 

to the EU as increased controls on the shortest routes explain the proliferation of alternative 

and usually longer and more dangerous routes.  
35 Ounia Doukoure and Helen Oger, ―The EC External Migration Policy: The Case of the 

MENA countries‖, CARIM Research papers 2006/07, http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM-

RR_2007_06.pdf.  

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM-RR_2007_06.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM-RR_2007_06.pdf
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III. The EU vision of circular migration and the particularities of the Middle East 

 

By revisiting the concept of circular migration, the EU would ideally like to 

privilege managed circularity in a migration system and make sure that migration 

agendas are beneficial to both sending and destination countries. Yet, to what 

extent does the notion of circular migration find a positive echo in the Middle 

Eastern context? Are there sufficient in-built tools (agreements, supportive political 

stances, institutional approaches) in the region to facilitate or pave the way for 

circular migration? If not, is there a propensity in the region for pro-circular 

migration policies?  

The aforementioned theoretical and empirical reservations towards 

circular migration apply even more to the Eastern Mediterranean countries for the 

following reasons:  

The first one developed above is of a general nature and hinges on the 

controversial functionality of the concept and its potential benefits for origin 

countries.  

The second reason revolves around the precarious political setting in the 

region that is not favourable to a pro-circular migration approach. Prevailing 

conditions do not enhance or favour a vision of circularity – as described by the 

European Commission – between the EU and the Middle East or within the region 

itself. 

As noted before, migration agendas in the Eastern Mediterranean have 

been lately shaped and reshaped by various political and ethnic conflicts.36 

Furthermore, on a policy-making level, migration is perceived as essentially a 

‘security issue’ closely related to the difficult control of borders, to refugee crises, 

and to concerns posed by irregular migration.37 If the idea of circular migration, as 

promoted by the EU, implies regulated and managed movement, more research 

should be carried out on how CM can be made compatible with the controversies 

of irregular migration in the region, forced migration patterns induced by conflict-

                                                           
36 I refer here to the unprecedented wave of Iraqi forced migration after the US-led war in 

2003 in Iraq and the Palestinian exodus since 1948. 
37 For an account on how security agendas dictate migration issues, see Francoise De Bel Air, 

―Irregular Migration: the Socio-Political Stakes in Jordan‖, CARIM Analytic and Synthetic 

notes 2008/78, http://cadmus.eui.eu/dspace/bitstream/1814/10511/1/CARIM_AS%26N_2008_78.pdf.  

http://cadmus.eui.eu/dspace/bitstream/1814/10511/1/CARIM_AS%26N_2008_78.pdf
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laden circumstances, and fluid frontiers as well as lax border control.38  

The third reason is of a historical nature as circular migration in the region 

has been spontaneous or informal, and is embedded in societal structures.39 In 

other words, patterns of circularity have not obeyed institutionalised policy-

instruments or top-down approaches of management. These movements remain 

fluid and unstructured.  

The fourth and final reason revolves around the lack of political support for 

circular migration, on the one hand, and the quasi-absence of in-built policy 

instruments on the other.40 Thus, in many Eastern Mediterranean countries, 

migration agendas are not well elaborated and are relegated down the policy 

ladder.41 In fact, migration agendas seem to be superseded by more overriding 

security, political, and economic questions closely related to the turbulence of the 

region and to the various socio-economic difficulties which governments have to 

remedy.   

In addition, against the backdrop of political systems in the Arab world 

where institutionalism is rather low,42 the institutionalisation of circular migration 

policies seems particularly difficult, and there needs to be some reflection on how 

informal practices of circular migration could be reconciled with an EU policy-

oriented notion of circular migration. 43 

                                                           
38 For more information on how fluid borders structure migration agendas in the region, see 

Fadia Kiwan,  

―Les dimensions sociopolitiques de la migration irrégulière au Liban,‖ CARIM Analytic and 

Synthetic notes 2008/51,  

http://cadmus.eui.eu/dspace/bitstream/1814/10095/1/CARIM_AS%26N_2008_51.pdf.  
39 Cassarino, ―Patterns of Circular Migration.‖   
40 See Proceedings of two CARIM Meetings on Circular Migration.  
41 See  Kiwan, ―La perception de la migration circulaire au Liban,‖ CARIM Analytic and 

Synthetic  notes 2008/14, http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_14.pdf.  
42 See for example Eva Bellin, ―The Robustness of Authoritarianism in the Middle East: 

Exceptionalism in Comparative Perspective,‖ Comparative Politics 36 (2004): 139-153; ); 

Rex Brynen, Baghat Korany and Paul Noble, eds, Political Liberalization and 

Democratization in the Arab World: Theoretical Perspectives (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 

1995); Amin Saikal and Albrecht Schnabel, eds, Democratization in the Middle East: Experiences, 

Struggles, Challenges (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2003). 
43 It is worth mentioning that implementing circular migration schemes does not only hinge 

on devising pilot projects or signing state-managed bilateral agreements, but on creating 

private and public incentives in both origin and receiving countries, matching supply and 

demand needs, elaborating adequate legal instruments as well as attractive private and public 

return migration incentives. In short, circular migration schemes encompass various elements 

that must be dealt with in the pre- and post-phases of circularity.  

http://cadmus.eui.eu/dspace/bitstream/1814/10095/1/CARIM_AS%26N_2008_51.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_14.pdf
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In the following paragraphs, I will detect existing scenarios and the 

historical precedents of circularity in the region, and analyse their characteristics. I 

will concentrate particularly on the Lebanese-Syrian, Jordanian and Palestinian 

cases, and demonstrate that the nature of circular trends does not currently 

predispose this region to a structural CM approach.  

 

Examples of existing patterns of circular migration in the Middle East: The gap 
between informal circularity and “circular migration”  

Various patterns of quasi-circularity, either historical or spontaneous, 

characterise the region. These trends remain, however, largely unmanaged, and 

depend on various socio-political contingencies.  

Following a long-standing tradition of repeat migration, patterns of 

circularity between Syria and Lebanon have been occurring for decades. Especially 

during the post-war period (1990-2005),44 Syrian labour migrants rushed to 

Lebanon – commonly considered as Syria’s economic hinterland, for temporary or 

seasonal journeys. However, after the withdrawal of Syrian troops in 2005 and the 

severance of relations between the two countries, this number has decreased 

drastically.  

During the post-war period, repeat migration has been facilitated by the 

abolition of visa procedures between Lebanon and Syria. Also, the fact that these 

back and forth journeys remained, to a certain extent, unmanaged gave an 

enormous margin of leeway for commuting workers.  

It is worth mentioning in this respect that Syrian-Lebanese treaties in 

economic, labour and cultural sectors have been ratified so as to strengthen 

cooperation between the two countries, yet none has institutionalised this type of 

labour migration.  

In short, though Syrian-Lebanese labour migration presents elements of 

circularity and is ingrained in the countries’ historical structures, it remains 

contingent upon unpredictable political conditions.45 For example, after the 

extension of former President Emile Lahoud’s mandate in 2004 and the adoption of 

UN Resolution 1559, a special unit was created in the Lebanese Ministry of Labour 

                                                           
44 The ratification of the Ta‘if treaty in 1990 endowed Syria with Lebanon‘s guardianship in 

the name of regional stability and security politics. Syrian troops were stationed in Lebanon 

until 2005.  
45 Since 2005, Lebanon has been rocked by several periods of instability as a result of which 

temporary Syrian migrants had to leave the country and return hastily to Syria.  
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so as to institutionalise Syrian-Lebanese temporary migration.46 Nonetheless, 

Lebanon’s unstable political climate and successive crises since 2005 have hindered 

any progress on this level. 47  

Patterns of circularity are also noticeable between Lebanon and African 

countries, such as Ghana and Nigeria. These patterns are also anchored in historical 

structures and have always been perceived as part of a provisional trend.  

There are also trends of increasing circularity, notably in the post-war 

period, between Lebanon and the Gulf countries.48 These patterns are usually 

contingent on a job offer in the Gulf countries and are to a large extent conditioned 

by Lebanon’s successive economic crises and turbulent politics. In fact, since 2005, 

temporary Lebanese emigration to the Gulf countries has been triggered by 

Lebanon’s intermittent political crises. While most of these migration patterns are 

expected to remain temporary, as men usually travel unaccompanied, we are still 

lacking recent statistics that would allow an assessment of the scope of the 

phenomenon. On the other hand, such a repetitive migratory trend cannot be said 

to provide a successful example of circular migration, as emigrants tend to live in 

circumscribed conditions, and endure several limitations.49 

In spite of these circular journeys, though temporary migration is very 

familiar in Lebanese circles, the notion of ‘circular migration’ does not feature in 

Lebanon’s policy-making agenda, and most importantly, there is “no public 

methodical and global reflection in order to elaborate a public political line in terms 

of migration” in the country.50 This is largely due to the unstable political setting of 

this small Arab republic and to the fact that migration issues are superseded by 

more crucial imperatives linked to the stabilisation of the country and to the lack of 

                                                           
46 See Kiwan, ―La perception de la migration circulaire.‖  
47 Most recently, Syria has declared to be considering an embassy in Beirut once the political 

climate becomes more stable. This could, indeed, be a first step so as to normalise troubled 

Syrian-Lebanese relations. See ―Assad says Syria may open Lebanon embassy‖, 

International Herald Tribune, June 5, 2008, 

http://www.iht.com/articles/reuters/2008/06/05/africa/OUKWD-UK-SYRIA-LEBANON.php.  
48 Guita Hourani and Eugene Sensenig Dabbous, ―Insecurity, Migration and Return: The 

Case of Lebanon following the 2006 Summer War,‖ CARIM Research Report 2007/01, 

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM-RR2007_01_Hourani&Sensenig.pdf.  
49 Lebanese male migrants in Saudi Arabia live for example in rather circumscribed social 

conditions.  
50 Kiwan, ―La perception de la migration circulaire,‖  3.  

http://www.iht.com/articles/reuters/2008/06/05/africa/OUKWD-UK-SYRIA-LEBANON.php
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM-RR2007_01_Hourani&Sensenig.pdf
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consensus over political matters in the internal and external policy realms.51  

In the absence of stable political conditions and in the light of contentious 

border demarcation,52 it is unlikely that Lebanon will embark on a coherent and 

comprehensive migratory policy, let alone a structured CM approach.  

The Jordanian case presents other interesting features that might shed 

more light on the feasibility or non-feasibility of a CM approach in the region.  

In Jordan, various trends of circularity can be detected. Temporary labour 

migration between Jordan and surrounding Arab countries such as Syria and Egypt 

has longstanding traditional and geostrategic roots. Moreover, hundreds of 

thousands of Jordanian labour migrants move back and forth between Jordan and 

the Gulf countries; and though this temporary labour migration tends to be more 

or less organised, it falls short of a managed circularity framework.53  

Notwithstanding these patterns of circularity and despite the fact that 

permanent migration to Jordan is becoming more restrictive,54 “circular migration 

is not monitored as such” in the country.55 Even though institutional setups 

regulate migratory flows between Jordan and some countries and governmental 

plans56 or bilateral agreements facilitate the accession of migrants to Jordan’s 

labour markets,57  these measures fall far short of what could be called circular 

                                                           
51 For more information, see Kiwan, ―La Migration dans les Agendas politiques libanais,‖ 

CARIM Analytical and Synthetic notes 2008/43, http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-

texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_43.pdf.  
52 It is noteworthy that Lebanon has not formally demarcated its borders with Syria, and that, 

the Shebaa farms controversy is still pending. Whereas Lebanese authorities declare the 

Shebaa farms, a piece of land in the South of Lebanon, to be occupied by Israel, international 

actors such as the UN claim that the territory is Syrian and not Lebanese.  In addition to that, 

Lebanon‘s borders remain porous. Thus, until now, due to the unresolved Arab-Israeli 

conflict, and to political wrangling between the government and the opposition represented 

by Hezbollah, the Lebanese Shiite Party, there is no clear understanding of the state‘s 

territorial sovereignty and border control. 
53 Fargues, ―Circular Migration: is it Relevant?‖  
54 Mohamad Olwan, ―Circular and Permanent Migration : a Jordanian Perspective,‖ CARIM 

Analytic and Synthetic notes 2008/34, http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-

texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_34.pdf, 1.  
55 Email Communication with Francoise de Bel Air, expert on migration in Jordan, April 

2008. See also Fathi Arouri, ―Circular Migration in Jordan,‖ CARIM Analytic and Synthetic 

notes 2008/35, http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_35.pdf, 1-25, 2.  
56 See Strategic Plan of the Jordanian Ministry of Labour (2006-2010) which tackles some 

measures pertaining to guest workers, available at 

http://www.carim.org/polsoctexts/PS2JOR021_EN.pdf.  
57 See for example the website of the Jordanian embassy in Qatar: 

http://www.jordanembassy.com.qa/index2.htm. For more information on bilateral labour cooperation 

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_43.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_43.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_35.pdf
http://www.carim.org/polsoctexts/PS2JOR021_EN.pdf
http://www.jordanembassy.com.qa/index2.htm
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migration schemes. Mobility partnerships remain thereby intricately connected to 

private and economic interests, and have not evolved into a state-managed vision 

in the realm of migration.58  

Certainly circular migration schemes could prospectively help alleviate 

many economic problems afflicting the Kingdom, such as unemployment, 

oversaturated labour markets, and low wages in certain sectors. CM might also 

provide new outlet opportunities for highly-skilled naturalised Palestinians 

suffering from professional or social discrimination in an implicitly segmented 

society. Nonetheless, precedence is given to tackling undocumented migration, and 

reforming labour legislation in order to uphold migrants’ rights in Jordan.59 

Also, in the backdrop of recent regional confrontations, priorities are given 

to refugee settlement as well as stability and border control issues.  

In short, despite the fact that there are pronounced trends towards 

temporary migration from and into Jordan, the abovementioned elements call into 

question whether the socio-political requisites in the country could presently 

contribute to a large-scale CM approach  

More importantly, Jordan remains first and foremost a transit country and 

a “refugee haven” 60  in the Arab world,61 whose migration parameters are mostly 

dictated by geopolitical variables and whose policy-making priorities are structured 

around concerns hinging on economic and political stability.62  

Palestinian exceptionalism also tells us something about the problematic 

feasibility of CM schemes in the Middle East, as it not only prevents the 

implementation of circular migration schemes across Palestinian borders, but also 

impinges on migration agendas in the wider Arab world.  

In the absence of clearly defined territorial rights, circularity across the 

Israeli border is limited to Palestinian workers’ daily journey back and forth to 

                                                                                                                                                      
agreements between Jordan and UAE, see Jordan Times, March 16, 2006, and  Jordan 

Times, January 17, 2007. 
58 Email Communication with De Bel Air.  
59 See Olwan, ―Circular and Permanent Migration‖, 17-18.  
60 Géraldine Chatelard, ―Jordan: a Refugee Haven‖, Migration Information Source, July 

2004, 7.  
61 The country has hosted Palestinian refugees ever since the 1948 Palestinian exodus, 

displaced Iraqi migrants after the 1991 Gulf war and the 2003 US-led War in Baghdad.  
62 Chaterland, ―Jordan: a Refugee Haven‖; De Bel Air, ―Irregular Migration.‖ 
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work. 63 And Palestine’s undefined political status and restrictive migration policies 

vis-à-vis Palestinians hinder the implementation of formal temporary migration 

schemes with third countries. 

Beyond these causes, Palestine has become more of a transnational or fluid 

nation in the Arab world, a situation which affects the priorities of migration policy-

making in the region.64 On the one hand, the question of Palestinian refugees and 

their integration shapes and leads to various restrictions upon the migration 

agendas of other Arab states, particularly Lebanon and Jordan. On the other hand, 

Arab states have used the Palestinian-Israeli question and Palestine’s undefined 

political status as a pretext to refrain from abandoning beaten policy paths – 

whether in drives towards more political liberalisation65 or reform of policy-making 

agendas in migration – in the name of stability and security concerns.  

All these examples serve to show that in the Eastern Mediterranean, 

circularity is frequent, yet it does not match the notion of circular migration as 

envisaged by the EU. More particularly, it does not comply with a top-down 

approach, and is largely dependent on mutable contingents.  

These examples also draw attention to the variables of border control and 

disputed territoriality and their undoubted influence on circular migration schemes 

in the Middle East. On the one hand, facilitated circularity in the region has been 

informally connected with certain states’ porous frontiers. For instance, Lebanon’s 

porous frontiers and ineffective border control with Syria and Palestine does 

facilitate undocumented circularity in many ways. However, this circularity does 

not match, by any means, the notion of CM as defined by international organisms.  

On the other hand, circularity in the region has been linked with the 

erosion of state sovereignty and it is thus increasingly perceived in a bad light.  It 

has particularly an uneasy relationship with authoritarian states’ conception of 

territorial sovereignty, as these states increasingly perceive migration governance 

more in terms of a security issue than as a question of free movement.  

                                                           
63 See Haim Yacobi, ―Circular Migration in Israel‖, CARIM Analytic and Synthetic Notes 

2008/19, http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_19.pdf.  
64 See Shahira Samy, ―Irregular Migration in the South Eastern Mediterranean: Socio-

Political perspectives‖, CARIM Analytic and Synthetic Notes 2008/69, 

http://cadmus.eui.eu/dspace/bitstream/1814/10114/1/CARIM_AS%26N_2008_69.pdf,  8.  
65 See Brynen, Korany and Noble, eds, Political Liberalization and Democratization in the 

Arab World; Saikal and Schnabel, eds, Democratization in the Middle East: Experiences, Struggles, 

Challenges (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2003). 

 

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_19.pdf


                   
The Difficult Conceptualisation of Circular Migration 

JIMS - Volume 4, number 1, 2010 

 

127 
 

IV. The EU-North African case: are CM schemes a burden-shifting measure?  

  

At first glance, the North African region seems to lend itself to a more 

realistic application of a broad CM approach. The region’s geographical closeness 

to Europe contributes to shaping migration imperatives, and to enhancing the 

incentives of cooperation in the EU-Southern Mediterranean migration system.  

However, in the following paragraphs, I will demonstrate that while 

contextual settings are more favourable to circular migration schemes (CMSs) in 

the region than in the Eastern Mediterranean, considerable hindrances get in the 

way of their implementation. For this purpose, I will explore, on an illustrative 

basis, circularity in Egypt,66 Morocco, and Algeria.  

In Egypt, patterns of circularity to the Gulf countries, Jordan and Libya have 

traditional and historical roots. In addition to these historical precedents of repeat 

migration, bilateral agreements, which could be labelled as mobility partnership 

deals, are present. For example, the recent Italian-Egyptian model of cooperation 

for managing labour migration67 could pave the way for more developed schemes 

of circularity between the two countries. However, the relevant question is 

whether these cooperation models go beyond managing legal migration flows, and 

can actually evolve into an institutionalised and sustainable CM approach.  

Egypt’s difficult position at the crossroads of the Middle East and North 

Africa overburdens its migration agenda. Thus, the country is not only a refugee 

haven, but also a hub and a passageway for undocumented and transit migrants. Its 

priorities presently rotate, on the one hand, around finding convenient solutions to 

the dilemmas posed by the refugee question (notably Sudanese and Iraqi refugees) 

and, on the other hand, around restructuring its own migration apparatuses, 

objectives and visions so as to tackle various economic and social hurdles inherent 

in Egyptian society.  

Moreover, even though temporary migration is deeply ingrained in Egypt’s 

history, the notion of managed circular migration is not part of the policy-making 

                                                           
66 Although Egypt is at the crossroads of the Eastern and Southern Mediterranean region, it 

will be considered in this article as part of North Africa or the Southern Mediterranean.  
67 Implemented by the Egyptian Ministry of Immigration and Manpower, the IMIS and 

IDOM schemes have provided a framework for organising labour migration between Italy 

and Egypt. See Howaida Roman, ―Italian-Egyptian Model in Managing the Emigration From Egypt to 

Italy. Dimensions and Prospects‖, CARIM Analytic and Synthetic Notes 2008/ 18, 

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_18.pdf., 1-12.  

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_18.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_18.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_18.pdf
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jargon in Egypt – at least not to date.68  

As a result, Egypt has institutional apparatuses propitious to launching 

temporary labour migration schemes with the EU and surrounding countries. 

However, the country’s contextual setting and migration priorities do not presently 

favour the development of a structured CM strategy.  

Another illustrative example is Morocco where dynamic migration trends 

have created various patterns of permanent and repetitive migration.  

Examples of temporary or quasi-circular migration to and from the country 

are many.  

Agreements with Spain and France have paved the way for temporary and 

seasonal migration programmes.69 In Spain, temporary labour or seasonal 

programmes laid solid foundations for the legal management of temporary 

migratory flows between the two countries. Also, against the backdrop of 

Morocco’s historical connection with France, several labour migration accords 

between the two countries have encouraged a certain mobility and circularity 

there.70 

I would argue, however, that these programmes cannot be categorised as 

prototypes of circular migration, for they operate under very restrictive conditions, 

and do not allow for the kind of flexibility that the normative concept of circular 

migration seems to propose.71 It is worth debating whether these circular patterns 

do not remain rather inscribed within the logic of temporary labour migration 

programmes (TLMP). In this light, it is important to look at the finality of these 

temporary schemes. Relevant questions are whether these schemes really differ 

from mere seasonal programmes or short-term employment perspectives, and 

whether they have the potential to develop into the kind of ambitious and dynamic 

circularity that the normative concept of circular migration promises. In fact, does 

the Temporary and Circular Labour Migration approach (TCLM) between the EU 

and Morocco go beyond providing a legal mold for managing migration patterns?  

                                                           
68 See Proceedings of two CARIM Meetings on Circular Migration. 
69 I refer for instance to the AENEAS-CARTAYA ―Programme for Ethical Management of 

Seasonal Immigration‖ between Morocco and the Huelva Province whereby selected women 

travel to the province for the fruit-picking season (March-June 2008).  
70 It is estimated that seven thousand seasonal workers are recruited every year by France. 

See Mohamaed Khachani, ―La migration circulaire: cas du Maroc,‖ CARIM Analytic and 

Synthetic Notes 2008/07, http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_07.pdf, 11.  
71 For an account on the definitional aspects of circular migration, see Newland and Agunias, 

―How Can Circular Migration.‖ 

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_07.pdf
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The efficacy of this approach remains controversial.72  

On another level, due to Morocco’s geographical proximity to Europe, the 

country’s previous experience in setting up Guest Worker agreements with 

European countries and to its more or less stable politics, it would be worthwhile 

studying the advantages and the feasibility of circular migration programmes. More 

importantly, thanks to an array of migration programs,73 Morocco has become 

endowed with ingrained institutional structures capable of laying a solid foundation 

for more sophisticated temporary and circular labour migration schemes.  

Still, despite the assumption that the Moroccan case seems an opportune 

laboratory in which the feasibility of TCLM approach might be monitored, many 

other important aspects have to be taken into account.  

In addition to the contentious finality of temporary migration schemes 

discussed above, reluctance has been expressed by Moroccan policy makers and 

researchers when it comes to circular migration. Indeed, the latter is perceived as 

being intricately coupled with the external dimension of the EU migration policy, 

and with the politics of readmission.74  A worthwhile effort would be one that 

attempts to bridge the gaps between the EU and Morocco’s policy-making stances 

so as to strike a balance between the needs of both.  

In Algeria, several quasi-circularity scenarios are traceable. Various 

journeys of temporary migration are observable between Algeria and several 

European countries. Organised frameworks providing for the recruitment of 

Algerian migrants in external markets for a limited time frame help structure 

temporary migration schemes. Still, migration policy-making in Algeria is not 

auspicious to the development of a CM approach.  

                                                           
72 The criteria pertaining to selecting ―temporary migrants‖ have been criticized and depicted 

by some as restrictive tools to circumscribe and control migration. See for example Kemal 

Kirsci,  ―Three Way Approach to Meeting the Challenges of Migrant Incorporation in the European Union: 

Reflections from a Turkish Perspective,‖ CARIM Research Reports 2008/03, http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-

texts/CARIM_RR_2008_03.pdf, 14.  
73 Many EU-financed programs - such as Support for the Movement of the People whose aim 

is to empower ANAPEC as an ―international interlocutor‖ so as to manage labour migration 

to Europe and support returnees – have been launched with Morocco so as to strengthen the 

country‘s management capacities in the realm of migration.  
74 For an account on divergent perceptions regarding this issue, see proceedings of two 

CARIM Meetings on Circular Migration (for example, p. 52). For an account on the rift 

between the external dimension of EU migration policy and Morocco especially in matters 

related to irregular migration and readmission accords, see Abdelkarim Belguendouz, ―Le 

Maroc et la migration irrégulière: une analyse socio-politique‖, forthcoming, CARIM, 

European University Institute, Florence, 2009.  

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_RR_2008_03.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_RR_2008_03.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_RR_2008_03.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_RR_2008_03.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_RR_2008_03.pdf
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Although there are inherent institutional moulds that “contain instruments 

of migratory mobility”, Algeria’s migration policy is not actively working on 

promoting circularity, and the policy-making migration apparatus has not yet 

seriously addressed the issue of circular migration.75   Migration imperatives 

presently impinge on tackling irregular and transit migration in the country, as well 

as dealing with Algeria’s new status as a destination of immigration. Thus, whereas 

Algeria has, in the past, focused in its migration agenda on the integration of its 

Diasporas abroad, it is increasingly confronted with many intrinsic problems 

engendered by migration flows, to which the country remains ill-prepared. 

Furthermore, as in the Moroccan case, there is a political reluctance to adopt a 

terminological lexicon proposed by the EU. 

 

Possible drawbacks in the North African case 
These observations draw attention to some drawbacks that restrict the 

implementation of a sustainable CM approach in the region. Hence, as stated 

before, while it is true that geographical proximity enhances cooperation in the 

field of migration; it also creates friction and suspicion. In political discourses, some 

scepticism towards EU-imposed proposals prevails as these proposals are linked to 

Europe’s desire to shift its migratory burden onto neighbouring countries.76 Circular 

migration seems to pose a specific problem in this area as it is directly associated 

with the logic of readmission accords, given that the EU communication on CM 

links the issue of circular migration with return migration.77  Indeed, it is important 

to note that circular migration schemes or mobility partnerships promoted by the 

EU bear some aspects of conditionality: in order for circular migrants to benefit 

from certain mobility packages and flexible visa regimes, third countries are 

expected to cooperate more closely on thorny migration-related issues such as 

undocumented migration. 78 

There is also a more subtle clash of imperatives in policy-making discourses 

                                                           
75 Se Hocine Abdelaoui, ―La dimension socio-politique de la migration circulaire en Algérie‖, 1, CARIM 

analytical and Synthetic notes 2008/13, 2008. http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-

texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_13.pdf.  
76 Doukoure and Oger, ―The EC External Migration Policy: The Case of the MENA 

countries.‖ 
77 These reservations were expressed by North African policy makers and researchers during 

the policy-makers‘ meeting on circular migration organised by CARIM in Florence in 

January 2008. See CARIM Coordination Team, Proceedings, 2008.   
78 See Brady, Hugo, ―EU Migration Policy‖, 10. 

http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_13.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_13.pdf
http://www.eui.eu/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM_AS&N_2008_13.pdf
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between the Maghreb and the EU. Hence, while the Maghreb countries’ policy-

making stances do attach major important to emigration and more specifically to 

the integration of their Diasporas in receiving countries, the EU communication on 

CM stresses the issue of return and reintegration to the sending country. 

Moreover, it is questionable whether the existence of institutionalised 

schemes of temporary or seasonal migration in the Southern Mediterranean could 

lay the necessary pillars for the elaboration of large-scale CM programmes. Doubt 

prevails whether these programs are not more dedicated to managing legal 

migration than to enhancing scenarios of circularity.  

As to the elaboration of CM programmes within North Africa and between 

the latter and the EU, though the region remains more stable than the Eastern 

Mediterranean, tensions between adjacent countries and some indicators of 

instability would affect the implementation of such plans.79  

 

V. Synthesis:  Favourable and disruptive factors enhancing or hindering CM in the 

MENA region  

 

This article has tackled the various paradoxes lurking beneath the concept 

of circular migration as well as its application in the EU-MENA context.  

At times reduced to a mere synonym of a temporary guest worker 

programme,80 and at times endowed with a typological dimension,81 circular 

migration oscillates between a potentially normative concept and a mere policy 

initiative. So far, no consensus, either on the scholarly or on the policy-making 

levels, exists on its conceptualisation and feasibility.  

Notwithstanding limitations related to theorising circular migration, 

interesting conclusions could nonetheless be drawn on its feasibility in the EU-

MENA context and within the MENA itself.  

 

                                                           
79 I refer particularly to the closure of border between Morocco and Algeria in 1962 after 

Morocco‘s independence from France. See Hein de Haas, ―Morocco‘s Migration Experience: 

A Transitional perspective,‖ International Migration 45 (4), 2007 (p. 45), mentioned in 

Cassarino, ―Patterns of Circular Migration‖, 3. As mentioned before, other indicators of 

instability can be found in Mauritania and in Algeria.  
80 Rosalio, Munoz, ―Circular migration of Labor: a Global Corporate Trend‖, People's 

Weekly World Newspaper, April 10, 2007, http://www.pww.org/article/articleview/11831/1/148.  
81 See Newland and Agunias‘s definition of circular migration in ―Circular Migration and 

Development,‖ 2.  

http://www.pww.org/article/articleview/11831/1/148
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1. Circularity in the MENA region seems to be privileged between countries 

whose proximity or historical relations predispose them towards patterns of 

spontaneous repeat migration.  

2. In the EU-MENA context, proximity and interest on both sides in regulating 

migration patterns are incentives that privilege the elaboration of 

institutionalised mobility partnerships, which could, in turn, pave the way for 

more developed schemes of temporary migration.  

3. In the EU-MENA context, cooperation in the domain of circular migration 

schemes could incentivise launching dialogue processes which serve to address 

divergences over migration policies between the two ends.  

 

Nonetheless, these abovementioned points fall short of providing concrete 

foundations for a large-scale CM approach, as significant structural parameters and 

contextual settings in the MENA region are more likely to impede the latter.  

The article has also allowed for the distinction of three types of circular 

trajectories in the EU-MENA context or within the MENA context, which do not 

meet either the criteria suggested by the EU or the broader notion of circular 

migration.  

1. Some embedded movements of circularity in the MENA region are of historical 

origin and remain in most cases unregulated and unmanaged;  

2. Some trends of circularity, particularly in the Middle East, are derivatives of 

political tensions and wars in the region. In these cases, refugees’ rights are 

seldom defined in the framework of mutual agreements, and no efficient 

regional management channels have been set up; 

3. Observed trajectories of circularity do not go beyond mere restrictive 

temporary pilot projects constrained in operatives and time frames. It is worth 

pondering whether these institutionalised mobility schemes hinge more on 

managing migratory flows than on addressing circular migration as a sui generis 

model.   

 

The article has also demonstrated that four important parameters in the 

MENA region constrain circular migration whether inside the region or with the EU:  

1. Socio-political conditions of stability;  

2. Frail institutional structures that hinder a symmetrical management of 

circular migration;  



                   
The Difficult Conceptualisation of Circular Migration 

JIMS - Volume 4, number 1, 2010 

 

133 
 

3. Divergent policy-making priorities within the MENA region or between the 

latter and the EU; 

4. Preoccupation with alternative priorities in MENA migration agendas.  

 

In most MENA countries, launching an open debate on complex CM 

schemes seems in fact precursory, not least because migration agendas in both 

Eastern and Southern Mediterranean contexts remain in a transitional phase. Thus, 

whereas governments in the Middle East and North Africa have previously focused 

on emigration and remittances, they are presently confronted with intrinsic and 

emergent challenges linked to immigration, undocumented migration, refugee 

settlement and resettlement. These priorities are expected, at least for some time, 

to prevail over circular migration, which remains secondary or marginal in political 

stances on migration.   

To sum up, the prevailing lack of clarity over the rationale and finality of 

CM does not provide a favourable context for the development of a CM approach 

in the region. There is an evident lack of consensus as well as evident knowledge 

gaps on the optimal policy-making approach as well as the best practices if more 

ambitious CM projects were to be developed.  

In addition, the particularity of political and policy-making settings in the 

MENA region does not presently predispose the region to the development of a 

large-scale CM approach. Also, from an EU perspective, there is even doubt 

concerning the relevance of debating circular migration for the time being as an 

efficient labour and migration strategy in the Euro-MENA zone.  

Even if CM schemes present some advantages for both sending and 

receiving countries, EU member states’ migration agendas are being restructured in 

the light of many challenges, such as divergences over migration policies within the 

EU, saturated labour supply in some EU countries, as well as the direct and indirect 

repercussions of EU enlargement. Thus, speculation is rife whether the MENA zone 

remains the EU’s second option for recruiting circular migrants especially in low-

skilled labour.82  

 

 

 

                                                           
82 In Italy, for example, the saturation of labour supply in some fields after EU enlargement and subsequent waves of 

East European emigration to the country undermine, at least in the short term, temporary migration labour 
programmes with the MENA region. Interview with Professor Alessandra Venturini, May 2008, Florence.  
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Circular migration as a strategy in migration management 
 

As the very concept of circular migration is still in its exploratory and 

genesis phases,  only time will tell whether it will prove to be viable. 83 It is thus 

advisable to refrain from conferring an overvalued significance on the CM approach 

and to consider it rather as a strategy inherent in a more global approach to labour 

migration in the EU-MENA context. Thus, CM schemes in the region should remain 

contextually-based, and their feasibility should be assessed on a case by case basis. 

EU mobility partnerships – whether bilateral or multilateral – need to take into 

consideration the political particularities and capacities of each country. One 

possibility would be to develop policies between the sending and receiving 

countries resting on the individualised management of circular migration, and to 

adopt tailored approaches that take into consideration the different political, legal 

and socio-economic particularities of each case.  

On a more theoretical level, and beyond the specificities of the EU and 

MENA, this article would suggest caution in the normative use of circular migration. 

As much contention prevails over circular migration as a migration typology, it 

would be recommendable that CM be rather considered an option, a policy 

initiative suitable for some countries more than others, or a strategy to manage 

migration trends in transnational contexts. 
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Abstract. For decades migratory movements in Ecuador were mainly internal, although 
starting about half a century ago there were some international flows to the United States, 
and from the last decade of the 20th century to Europe. To a certain extent, environmental 
factors have played a role in the formation and features of migratory flows in the past, both 
internal and international. We have centered our attention in the 1997-1998 El Niño 
climatic event, the strongest ever recorded. From both the findings of the literary review 
and field research, we can conclude that this event affected the migratory patterns of large 
regions of Ecuador forcing the change of the former internal, temporary or pendular 
migratory movements of the inhabitants of these regions as a normal way to face the 
economic effects of the damage caused by previous El Niño events, into new international 
movements, mainly to Spain and other EU countries. 

 

Keywords: Ecuador, El Niño Southern Oscillation, International Migration, Floods 

 

 

The new Ecuadorean massive migratory current 

 

Ecuador is located in western South America, bordering the Pacific Ocean 

at the Equator, between Colombia, Brazil and Peru. The country is usually divided 

by geographers into three main natural regions (Dalmasso & Fillon 1972): the 

coastal plain (Costa), the inter-Andean central highlands (Sierra), and the flat to 

rolling eastern Amazonic jungle (Oriente). Each of these natural regions present 

different environmental features: climate, vegetation, potential agriculture, as well 

as the influence of the history of human presence there. But these three regions 

can also be differentiated because of their past and present patterns of population 

and migratory behavior. 

In fact, the weight of history can be easily noticed once we analyze the 

composition and trends of population, even in the most recent times. First of all, 

the Andean Mountains (Sierra), which is the most anciently populated zone of the 

country, at least from the times of the Incan Empire and beyond, holds the greatest 
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part of the Ecuadorean population even today. The majority and the most 

important Ecuadorean provinces in terms of population are in this area, with the 

largest of them being the province of Pichincha that has 17.94% of the total 

population of the country, in which Quito - the capital city - is situated (Pedone 

2003). This region received almost all the currents of internal immigration until the 

middle of 19th century. Today however, internal migrants are increasingly moving 

to other regions of Ecuador like the Costa (the lesser part) and especially the 

Oriente, and to foreign countries (the metropolitan area of Quito being an 

exception to this general pattern because of its political functions) (Álvarez Velasco 

2007).  

The Pacific Coastal Low Lands (Costa), was mainly a marginal area of the 

former Audiencia of Quito - the colonial precedent of today's Ecuador - for ages, 

with the only exception being the province of Guayas, where the main sea port of 

the country, Guayaquil, was located. The situation changed abruptly after half a 

century of independence of Ecuador, after which the Costa increasingly became the 

destination for internal migration, especially during the last third of 19th and all 

through the 20th century. In fact, this region has showed the highest demographic 

growth rates of the whole country from 1900 to about 1990, because of the 

colonization of former tropical forests, the expansion of intensive agriculture for 

export (especially bananas) and the sustained economic growth of the city of 

Guayaquil, that strengthen its traditional importance as the main seaport of 

Ecuador. During this period, Guayaquil took over the capital city of Quito as the 

most populated city of the country: one quarter (25.81%) of the population of 

Ecuador resides today in Guayas, the department whose head is Guayaquil. The 

city's trade functions have not been replaced so far by any other port of the 

country, so the shift of the economic balance of the country to newly developing 

areas such as Amazonia in the aftermath of the oil boom has not displaced 

Guayaquil from its prime position as the commercial and financial capital of 

Ecuador. Nonetheless, the competence of the new economic developing regions of 

the country has a direct effect on the last migratory currents in the Costa. This 

region, especially Guayaquil, is both receiving some internal immigration from the 

Sierra and rural areas within the Costa itself, and being utilized as a point of 

departure for migrants on their way to Oriente and to Europe. 

Finally, the Amazonian area (Oriente) is still a very sparsely populated 

region. While it occupies about 45% of the total surface of Ecuador, only 4% of 



                   
Migration and Environment in Los Ríos, Ecuador 

JIMS - Volume 4, number 1, 2010 

 

139 
 

Ecuador’s population lived there according to 2001 census. Nonetheless, it has 

experienced the highest rates of demographic growth in the last two decades. 

Furthermore, it has suffered a strong process of occupation because of its oil wells. 

This is today the most demographically dynamic area of the country, as its 

migratory balance is clearly positive - it receives more immigrants than the few 

emigrants it is sending outside. 

According to Camacho (2004), the periods of more internal mobility within 

Ecuador can be linked without hesitation to the main periods of economic 

development: the growth of cocoa (1860-1950) and banana plantations (1948-

1965) on the coast; and the "oil revolution" in the Oriente (1972-1995). 

However, it is not internal, but international migration that define most 

accurately the current demographic dynamic and behaviour in Ecuador. Along with 

a very high natural population growth, the Ecuadorean population increased 12.8% 

from 1991 to 2001, one of the most important features of the demography of the 

country in the 1990s was the emergence of a significant emigration current abroad, 

mainly directed to European Union countries. 

This does not mean that Ecuadoreans did not emigrate abroad before, 

even though most of the migrations at that time were primarily internal (Álvarez 

Velasco, 2007). In fact, at least from the early 1950s there is evidence of some 

persistent out-migration networks in Ecuador. Moreover, historically, the United 

States of America was the “natural” destination of Ecuadorean emigrants because 

of, among other reasons, (a) the geographical proximity; and (b) the widespread 

belief in the possibilities of the “American dream” among large social strata. Even 

until 2006, this country had the largest numbers of Ecuadorean immigrants living 

there. This preference of Ecuadoreans to migrate to the USA rather than to other 

destinations prevailed until 1998, although the flows were decreasing annually 

because of the strengthening of measures to control immigration to the USA. 

According to Goycoechea and Ramírez Gallegos (2002: 36), the pioneering regions 

that first started the migratory flows to the USA were the southern provinces of 

Azuay and Cañar (Jokisch 2002: 23). Even today, the population of these two 

provinces shows a clear preference for emigrating to the USA rather than to 

Europe, in contrast to the rest of the country, because of the persistence of 

traditional, deeply rooted social networks. 

A clear breaking point in the migratory behavior of Ecuadoreans occurred 

in 1998. Suddenly migration to Europe began, starting migratory flows previously 
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unknown in the country. Between 1998 and 2001, when migratory flows from 

Ecuador to Europe reached their peak (Aierdi et al. 2008), about 350,000 migrants 

had officially departed the country, even though some estimates increase this 

amount and roughly calculate up to 2 million citizens of Ecuador living abroad by 

2002. In the first half of 1999 alone, for instance, 172,320 Ecuadoreans moved to 

Spain. Two indicators help us to understand the tremendous impact of these 

migratory flows in Ecuador: on the one hand, the emergence of a new kind of 

"enterprise", usually belonging to the "informal economy", to provide services to 

future emigrants: chulqueros or prestamistas (loaners) to support the cost of the 

travel, and coyotes (gangs that helped illegal immigrants crossing the borders). On 

the other hand, the Ecuadorean government had to implement for the first time a 

consulate service to look after their citizens living abroad: the Dirección General de 

Ecuatorianos en el Exterior (2005). The enforcement of new rules to enter Spain 

and the whole EU Schengen area with a newly implemented tourist visa in 2002, 

along with the changes in the immigration policy of the USA that made the 

procedure to grant visas to Latin Americans more difficult (Ricaurte 2007), slowed 

but did not stop the flows. 

The intensity and quick development and growth of Ecuadorean migration 

to Europe in this period astonished politicians and public opinion in both departure 

and arrival countries, and thus created huge interest among social scientists 

specialized in the study of migration. In fact, the debate on the causes of this 

unexpected and quick growth, which has sometimes been referred to as a veritable 

"stampede" (Ramírez Gallegos and Ramírez 2005), has usually focused on 

"traditional" explanations such as the economy. In 1998 the financial system of 

Ecuador collapsed, pulling down the rest of the economy also. A second reason 

given is the importance of chain migration system (García-Calvo Rosell 2006). Three 

new main destinations abroad were clearly preferred: in order of quantitative 

relevance, Spain, Italy and the United Kingdom. Spain is chosen in most of the cases 

because of language, similarity of culture and identity. The change of the 

geographical patterns of Ecuadorean emigration abroad also affects the 

distribution of preferential regions of origin. Along with the two traditional 

provinces of origin mentioned above, other provinces in both the Sierra and the 

Coast joined the group of areas with high emigration rates: between 1998 and 

2002, Azuay, Cañar, Loja, Manabí, Los Ríos, Guayas and Pichincha had the highest 

levels of outgoing emigration to other countries (De la Veg, 2006: 175). In almost all 
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the cases, with the suprising exceptions of Guayas and Pichincha - where the two 

most populated cities of Ecuador are located - they are usually provinces whose 

economy is mainly based upon agriculture, and whose poverty levels are extremely 

high, even for the average standards of the whole country: between 78.4 and 

86.5% (according to UNDP data: Informe sobre Desarrollo Humano 1999: 146-152). 

 

Methodology 

 

This article is based upon the research carried out during 2007 and 2008 

within the frames of Environmental Changes and Forced Migration Scenarios 

(EACH-FOR) research project1, to study the links between environmental changes 

and migration. The fieldwork consisted of several interviews using the EACH-FOR 

survey model2 with Ecuadorean migrants in Spain, (53) and non-migrants (16) in 

the province of Los Ríos, Ecuador, along with expert interviews with Ecuadorean 

politicians, functionaries and NGO officials. Historical documentation and statistical 

sources, when available, were also used. 

In Spain, the areas selected to conduct the surveys were Catalonia and the 

Upper Ebro Valley (Saragossa, Navarre, La Rioja and Álava), because it is a focus 

that have attracted Ecuadorean workers for services and agriculture. Fieldwork in 

Ecuador was centered on a very specific province, Los Ríos, located in the Costa. 

This province is located in the Guayas river basin, very close to its mouth. The name 

of the province comes from its principal geographical feature, ais it occupies an 

area drained by a dense web of rivers, all of them tributaires of the Guayas. It was 

once covered by a compact rainfores, but today only a few small areas of it remain. 

In the place where the rainforest used to be, today there is a succesion of 

plantations and fams. Agriculture is the main source of income for the province's 

economy (cocoa, coffee, rice and bananas). The province is located in the middle of 

a huge, low plain, so the capacity of the land to drain the excess of water is 

extremely low, especially in times when the flows are abnormally high. The risk of 

floods is the main environmental problem that affects this province (Map 1). 

                                                           
1 With the financial support of the European Commision's Sixth Framework 

Programme (contract No.: 044468). 

2 Both methodological background and model of interviews, available at 

http://www.each-for.eu 
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      Map 1: Flood risk in Ecuador. 

    Source: Peña Herrera (2008) 

 

The area highlighted in blue represent those whose risk of flood is 

considered high, according to the recurrence of past episodes of floods. The 

southern part of Los Ríos province is covered by this risk. 
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Ecuadorean immigrants in Spain: How did environmental problems affect migration?  

 

If we only take into account the sole results of the survey on 

Ecuadorean immigrants in Spain, we would probably deduce that environment 

has not played a major role in the latest migratory movements from Ecuador to 

Europe. In fact, only six people in the surveys said that the problems of the 

environment affected their decision to move from the place they lived in. Even 

in these cases however, when the same people were asked other questions 

related to environmental matters, they stated that the environment did not 

concern them  

Perhaps one of the reasons for this can be found in the process of data 

collection. It seems that some parts of the survey were misunderstood by 

interviewees, especially regarding concepts related to the definition of 

“environment” and “environmental problems.” Notably, a very similar kind of 

problem emerged in previous studies, such as the one developed by 

Goycoechea and Ramírez (2002: 37): when they asked a Ecuadorean that had 

not migrated yet about whether environmental factors would influence their 

decision to migrate, the answer was: "I only know Europe from the photos, it's a 

nice place, with beautiful scenery (..) It's like a paradise". It seemed that the 

interviewee was interpreting environment to mean landscape. And thus, from 

this point of view, it was not rational for him to contend that the mere beauty 

of the countryside could be reason enough to force people to cross an ocean to 

settle in a foreign country so far away from home. 

When interviewees are directly asked about their reasons for migrating, 

as we would have probably expected, all the answers quote economic reason 

for their decision, sometimes highlighting the economic problems that hit them 

in their country, and other times noting their desire for improvement. 

Moreover, this same desire lies behind the second of the most important 

declared cause of migration: the search for better living conditions for their 

families (79% of the answers): "My life has improved here, I have a job and I 

have formed my family". "I do not think about going back because I have 

gathered my family together and we all have built our life here". 

Nonetheless, when interviewees are asked about specific environmental 

problems, people who came from rural areas admit that, to a certain extent, 

floods, droughts, the lack of water and some disasters like earthquakes, 
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eruptions and El Niño events have often hit their country and affected their life 

quality strongly (32% of answers): "Droughts prevented me from working the 

fields and now pollution affects my breathing". There was an earthquake in 

Manabi in 1998 and I emigrated as a result of it". "In Ecuador floods filled my 

house with water". 

In fact, the only direct and clearly established statements of 

environmental reasons provoking migration in the answers provided by people 

coming from rural areas were concerning natural disasters such as earthquakes 

and volcanic eruptions, and their direct outcomes. There is actually a long 

tradition in Ecuador that links the occurrence of this kind of event and the 

emergence of forced displacements of population. For instance, when in August 

1949 the Tungurahua volcano exploded, affecting several areas of the provinces 

of Cotopaxi and Tungurahua with landslides and similar damages, one of the 

responses of the government was to resettle the most vulnerable populations 

to safer areas. Some of these emergency displacements finally resulted in 

permanent migration, as in the case of those that moved from the town of 

Pelileo (Petit- Breuilh Sepúlveda 2004: 267). The connection with migration 

could also be established indirectly however, in that the interviewees 

recognized that environmental changes have produced effects on the economic 

base of their families by means of the decreasing of productivity or even the 

destruction of crops, both leading to a reduction of family income and forcing 

relocation. 

Besides, some pioneering studies, such as the one by Jokisch (2002), 

have asserted that that consideration of slow-onset environmental factors 

helps to explain some of the migratory patterns in several rural areas. For 

instance, he found a correlation between migration and deforestation in two 

cantons in the N.E. section of the province of Cañar (cantons of Mazar and 

Llavircay (2002: 33), an area that - as we have stated before- is characterised by 

a long tradition of both internal migration and, from the 1950s, to the United 

States. In the case of the Sierra region, slow processes like land degradation are 

eroding the productivity of farms and putting stress in the evolution of average 

income of households. 

On the other hand, people from urban centres - who seem less affected 

by disasters, at least in the same direct way as a flood or a drought can affect 

the livelihood of a farmer- are more willing to admit the presence of some 
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environmental problems in the pool of causes that made them decide to leave 

their homeland. Some of the interviewees, for instance, agreed that air 

pollution in the cities they lived in Ecuador is the main cause that made them 

migrate - even though they paradoxically decided to settle down in cities and 

urban areas in which air pollution is also a major environmental concern: 

"There was much pollution that affected my breathing". "I had breathing 

problems and infections there". 

It is also quite interesting to note that the only group of Ecuadorean 

immigrants in Spain that consider themselves primarily as "environmental 

migrants" is the community from the city of Otavalo. Otavalo is located in the 

central-northern part of the country, in the Sierra. It is a mining town whose 

growth occurred during the 20th century. This city is an exception in the Sierra, 

as for decades it has been a place that has received a lot of Ecuadorean internal 

immigrants because of its flourishing economy. But this situation also has a 

reverse side: mining has created one of the most polluted environments in the 

whole country (Interview with the consul of Ecuador in Barcelona, December 

2007). In this city, there is also a great presence of trade unions of workers and 

miners, with a high level of participation in political parties, associations of 

workers and so on. It has been considered "the most politicized city of the 

country." The fight against pollution is one of the hot topics on the political 

agendas of local groups. Thus, there is a greater awareness of environmental 

problems inside Otavaleños than in any other city in Ecuador. This likely 

explains why people of Otavalo see environmental problems as important 

driving forces for migration (Pujadas & Massal 2002: 68). 

Not surprisingly, emigrants from Otavalo tend to focus on the question 

of the lack of adequate policies of the government and other responsible 

agencies to help the society facing the problem. A statement repeated by some 

of the Otavaleños says that the solution to the problem would start once the 

politicians decided to use the public resources in the development of the 

country and the fight against climate change, instead of stealing them. As one 

interviewee stated; "all the blame is to be put in the hands of the bad 

governments that have ruled the country” (Goicoechea & Ramírez 2002: 37).  

Thus, the difference between immigrants coming from rural and urban 

areas in relation to the importance they place on environmental problems 

affecting their decision to migrate, can be summarized as follows: 
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Table 1: Relevance of environmental factors in the decision to migrate. 

Area of origin (Ecuador) RURAL URBAN 

Area of destination 
(Europe) 

BOTH RURAL AND URBAN PREDOMINANTELY URBAN 

Level of study, skills LOW LOW - MEDIUM 

Incidence of environment 
inmigration 

HIGH  (environmental 
changes affected crops 
yield, high interannual 
variability; El Niño) 

MEDIUM   (catastrophical 
events, pollution) 

Level of knowledge and 
awareness of 
environmental issues 

LOW 
(They do not quote 
"environment" as cause of 
migration) 

HIGH 
(Some of them highlight 
"pollution" as main cause 
of migration) 

Examples Provices of Los Ríos, El 
Oro, Imbabura or Manabí 

City of Otavalo 

 

 

The effects of El Niño 1997-1998 in Ecuador. An overview from the literature 

 

Two important events related to the two main topics of our analysis 

(environment and migration) had happened very closely to each other in the late 

1990s: on the one hand, the El Niño event of 1997-1998, that was the strongest 

recorded since the starting of modern climate data collection; and on the other 

hand, the migratory "stampede" of Ecuadoreans abroad, most of them to Europe, 

that began in the second half of 1998 and 1999. An important question is: Were 

these two events connected to each other? Or was the time connection only a 

mere coincidence? The search for answers to this question was tackled in two 

ways. First of all, a review was conducted of the available literature. Secondly, the 

question was explored as part of the field research in Los Rios, because this 

province was inside one of the areas most affected by the worse consequences of 

the 1997-1998 El Niño, and because it was also a zone with almost no previous 

experience of international migration (Albornoz Guarderas and Hidalgo Pallarés, 

2007). If any connection could be established between El Niño's effects and 

international migration, this province would probably offer us one of the best and 

clearest examples of it. 

Almost none of the official reports published by Ecuadorean governmental 

agencies on the effects of the 1997-1998 El Niño, noted a relationship between this 

event and the migratory movements in the decade after. However, when the 
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Corporación Andina de Fomento [CAF], an inter-state agency formed by several 

countries of Southern America collected an extensive assessment of the damages 

produced by the El Niño event in each of the most affected countries of the group 

(CAF, 2000), migratory movements were actually accepted as one of the social 

changes due to the effects of El Niño. In the case of Ecuador, the main findings of 

the CAF report pointed out that the most damaged areas (principally in the Costa, 

as the incidence of El Niño is moderate in the Andean plateau, and not significant in 

the Oriente), in which unusually strong precipitation, floods, soil erosion and even 

sea level rise were noticed, were related to flows of internal migration, which 

brought people especially from poor, remote rural areas to the cities in search of 

jobs to compensate for the lack of income because of the loss of crops. In fact, 

agriculture was the sector of the economy most deeply hit by El Niño - agriculture 

exports account for 60% of the external trade balance of the country. In the four 

most damaged provinces (Guayas, Manabí, Los Ríos and Esmeralda), livestock also 

suffered great losses, a circumstance not widely experienced in previous flood 

events that have affected the same area (Rosero and González 2003). From a 

demographic point of view, the 1997-1998 El Niño event simply intensified a 

tendency to concentrate the former rural population into urban areas that started 

some decades before; but there is no mention about the start of international mass 

migration in the aftermath of the event. 

A review of the literature reveals that only a few scholars specialized in 

migration studies believe that there was a direct cause-effect relationship between 

the damage produced by El Niño and the dramatic changes in Ecuadorean 

migratory patterns. For most of scholars in this field, the strong economic crisis that 

hit Ecuador between 1998 and 1999 is understood as the main -and maybe only- 

cause of the migratory boom of those years (Gómez Quintero, 2005; De la Vega, 

2006, who offer an interesting summary of the main findings of the previous 

literature on the topic). This point of view is seemingly shared by the wider public 

opinion, who view the events of 1998 also focus on the mix of poverty, economic 

crisis and pernicious political practices as the most remarkable cause of migration 

(for instance Pereda and De Prado 2003). The main economic and social indicators 

in those years present an almost catastrophic situation: after a decade of 

continuous positive economic growth (average 2-3% per year), GDP dropped -6.3% 

in 1999, and did not start recovering until the end of 2000: the fall of GDP in the 

last years of the century almost completely erased all the growth of a decade 
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before. Unemployment rates almost doubled between 1997 (about 8% of active 

population) and 1999 (more than 15%); and public budget for social issues 

(education, health) dropped about 37% between 1996 and 1999 (De la Vega 2006: 

172). By 2000, 6 of every 10 Ecuadorean households were below the level of 

poverty, the highest rate in several decades. Rosero and González state that the 

average effects of El Niño events in Ecuadorean economy are about a 5,3% 

reduction of GPD from the beginning of the event, and that usually take 1,3 years 

to be recovered (2003:9). 

However, when we turn to the work of experts in the economics field, we 

can find that most of the researchers coincide in explaining the drastic increase in 

migration levels as a result of a concurrence of circumstances, one of which was 

the effects of 1997-1998 El Niño event, that hit forcibly the production of 

agriculture and fisheries - the first economic sector in Ecuadorean exports. Three 

other events noted were: 

(1) The financial crisis after a general failure of the credit system of the 

country, after a general financial crisis in the whole Latin American bank system 

(although triggered in SE Asia), that led to a decrease of credit funds available to 

both public and private banks; 

(2) The striking collapse of the international prices of oil - the second most 

important income for Ecuador's international balance of trade - that reached 

historically low levels, thus diminishing the Ecuadorean state budget by about 4% 

of GPD in 1998 and 1999; 

(3) The political instability and, thus, the lack of a well-defined economic 

policy to face the crisis and the increase of the huge external debt. 

From the literature therefore, we can conclude that it is likely that 

environmental factors influenced the Ecuadorean migratory explosion of the last 

years of 20th century (Goycoechea and Ramírez Gallegos 2002: 34-35). There is 

also some research available in which a link between the 1997 El Niño event and 

migration has been established in other regions of Latin America (Retana and 

Villalobos Flores 2003). As these authors pointed out in their conclusions that 

migration tends to appear when the impact of the climatic event damages the level 

of "social comfort" of the most vulnerable populations -understood as a mix of 

household income level and regularity, and the capacity of the whole society to 

deal with the damage inflicted on public infrastructures. 
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The 1997-1998 El Niño in the province of Los Ríos. Fieldwork results  

 

The results of the fieldwork seem to indicate that, at least in the case 

studied in the province of Los Ríos, El Niño transformed migratory patterns. Half of 

the surface of the province, including a large part of the lands used for agriculture 

and farming, is located in an area with high level of risk of floods. One of the main 

climatic outcomes of El Niño episodes in Ecuador is the increase of precipitation 

and the intensification of flood risk. 4 of the 11 cantons of the province suffered 

the maximum level of damage, 6 the medium, and only 2 minor overflowing of 

rivers (Vos, Velasco and Labastida 1999:5). During 1997 and 1998, a series of 

recurrent floods were experienced in the province, with two main features: their 

extremely high intensity, stronger than other previous floods; and their persistence 

- as they lasted two years. As a consequence, crops were lost and most of the 

livestock were drowned or killed by the spread of diseases caused by water-related 

vectors. As noted by Vos, Velasco and Labastida (1999): 

The rural population of the province of Los Ríos, where many farmers are engaged 

in the production of rice and corn, was hardest hit by El Niño. Foregone 

agricultural income amounts to 25% of mean consumption of rural households in 

this province. We estimate a rise in the incidence of rural poverty of 18.6 

percentage points, increasing the number of poor by 53,000. 

All the interviewees stated in the surveys that they had previous 

experiences of migration in their and/or their families' lives. In the first case, when 

interviewees were giving an account of their own personal experiences, all of them 

claimed to have participated in previous internal migratory movements within 

Ecuador, mainly in two forms: 

- Migration from rural to urban areas within the same province, from small 

settlements or caseríos to the small- and medium-size urban centers of the 

province (especially the capital, Babahoyo, and other towns like Quevedo or 

Vinces). These movements have tended to be permanent.  

- Migration out of the province to other regions of Ecuador, mainly to 

Guayaquil - only 75 km away from the town of Babahoyo -, but also to Quito or to 

the Oriente. These movements have tended to be temporary or even circular. For 

instance, two of the interviewees declared that they worked half of the year in 

their town of origin, Palenque, as farmers or agriculturalists, but spent at least five 

months every year in Guayaquil, working on the construction. 
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It is very interesting to note the timing of these low-distance and 

pendulating migratory movements. All of those who were undertaking circular 

migration recognized that they started migrating - or migrating more often, in the 

case of those that claimed previous migratory experiences - "cuando lo del Niño" 

("by the time the El Niño happened"), in reference to the 1997-1998 event. Also 

remarkable is the use of the Spanish expression quoted above, that somehow 

seems to convey an implicit acceptance of the links between the climatic event and 

the decision to migrate. At the same time, all the interviewees claim to have 

relatives living abroad. In all the cases, the departure of the international emigrants 

had happened after 1998; none of them before. Another interesting feature is the 

great number of women that participated in this international flow; in contrast 

with the internal one, mainly protagonized by males: according to INEC, 59.95% of 

Los Rios migration abroad (2001) was composed of women. A bit surprisingly, 

almost none of them stated, in the first instance, a link between environmental 

problems and their migratory experience. In fact, the only one that agreed with this 

idea, actually accepted the environment as a cause, not to emigrate but to come 

back, when he explained that he had decided to return from Guayaquil "because of 

the noise and pollution, life was very hard for me. I earned a lot there, but I didn't 

like it at all so I returned". Pollution, for instance, was for many a key reason why 

living in rural areas was preferable to living in urban areas, even though 

contamination because of fertilizers in pesticides is a crucial problem in agricultural 

areas of the Costa. 

After further questioning, it became apparent however that crops and 

livestock were the key to the relationship between environment and migration. 

When they were asked about the reasons that impelled them or their relatives to 

migrate, there was unanimity in citing the failure of crops, massive deaths of 

livestock and, thus, the dramatic decrease of the family income and the availability 

of economic resources as the main factor that made them take the decision. Even 

in the only case in which the survey was not answered by an agriculturalist or a 

farmer but an artisan from Palenque, the same problems lay behind, as the general 

lack of purchasing capacity of their clients also hit him strongly and obliged him to 

go away to find supplementary income: "... lots of my clients got totally ruined, so 

they couldn't buy the tools I made anymore. Sales dropped off and I had to give up 

working for a time. Wait for better times. So I went to Quito to work with a brother 

of mine that has a shop there". So we can deduce that these migrations were 
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caused by an economic problem with underlying environmental factors. It was 

neither the El Niño event itself, nor their effects in some aspects that can lessen life 

quality such as the destruction of infrastructure like roads or the spread of 

infectious diseases, the main driver of migration, but its effect on local and family 

economies. 

Actually, the 1997-1998 El Niño event was not the first time when floods 

had hit the province. Because of this, the local population had developed ways to 

adapt to the recurrent floods for a long time. In the words of Mayte Labayru from 

the Basque Country-based NGO Elizbarrutietako Mixioak (Interview, August 2008), 

long time established at the region, referring to the floods that happened in March 

2008 in Los Ríos. 

Even though the most damaged people have been obliged to take refuge in several 

provisional camps, most of the inhabitants haven't needed such aid, as they use to 

build palafitos (stilt houses or pile dwellings) or two-floor houses to live in; so 

when the flood comes, they just remain upstairs until water backs down. People 

know how to face flood: if they need to go out from home, they just swim, or use 

their canoes, or construct puentes-balsa (raft bridges) to cross the flooded areas. 

Even for the kids these are amazing times, as they don't have to go to school and 

can go swimming just in front of home. Usually livestock doesn't suffer very much, 

if there is a normal flood, as they are also used and can keep eating the plants 

underwater. (..) If the flood doesn't last very long, no major damage is done to 

crops. 

The main difference between the 1997-1998 El Niño and other previous 

events lay in the intensity and duration of the floods that extended beyond the 

coping capacities and the limits of the traditional ways of adaptation. For instance, 

the accumulation of successive losses of crops for two years finally drained the 

households' reserves prepared to prevent the damages based on the outcomes of 

previous, shorter floods. So this could explain the delay of approximately one year 

between the El Niño event and the outbreak of massive migration. Moreover, some 

experts also highlight the increase of deforestation from the 1970s, a process that 

has worsened the effects of extreme events as droughts and floods (Interview to 

Juan Ramon Etxebarria from Elizbarrutietako Mixioak, October 2008). 

The acquired experience of previous floods also made migration happen in 

two stages. At first, the redistribution of the population was driven through 

traditional patterns, intensifying internal flows within Ecuador, from rural to urban 

areas, and from small to big or growing cities. Since the environmental problems 
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were not the only problems effecting the country however, which by that time was 

involved in a more serious economic crisis, the capacity of Ecuadorean economy to 

cope with the internal redistribution of the population diminished quickly. The 

migratory pressure finally gave way a sudden start of international migration, 

primarily to Spain, helped by other two circumstances: the exceptional good shape 

of Spanish economy within the EU, that had recently commenced an ascending 

cycle, and the actual reduction of the prices of international air transportation from 

the start of the 1990s, that improved the access of wider sectors of Ecuadorean 

society to the use of this travel system. Finally the possibility of an easier 

integration in the host society also resulted in Spain being a main destination for 

Ecuadorean emigrants. 

In consequence, the 1997-1998 El Niño acted as a trigger for the outbreak 

of migration to Europe from the province of Los Ríos. As a result of the damage to 

the economy produced by the extreme features of this climatic event, exacerbated 

by the general downturn of the Ecuadorean economy, internal redistribution of 

population was no longer sufficient for improving the livelihoods of the people 

affected. Europe, or more precisely, Spain, emerged as a new solution. Once the El 

Niño event and its outcomes disappeared, migration did not cease but continued, 

because of the implementation of new, successful migratory networks that started 

operating autonomously from the external triggers that had created them, due 

especially to the pull effect exerted by the economic differential between Ecuador 

and the new places where Ecuadorean immigrants had become rooted. So the 

persistence of migratory networks between Los Ríos and other regions of Ecuador 

or Europe, even if they were eventually frozen because of an adverse economic 

situation, could be reactivated in the future when other environmental danger 

make them necessary again. In fact, it seems that they have already been 

reactivated at least once again so far, if the statement made by the NGO volunteers 

in Los Ríos is true and the floods of March 2008 have really "caused migrations to 

towns and cities." 
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