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The Social and Economic Origins
of Immigration
By Douglas S. Massey
In the years since the end of World War II,
international migration has emerged as a major
demographic force throughout the world. The
contemporary period of international migration
begins about 1950 and represents a sharp break with
the past. Rather than being dominated by flows
between Europe and a handful of former colonies,
immigration became a truly global phenomenon, as
the number and variety of both sending and receiving
nations increased. Whereas 85 percent of
international migrants before 1925 originated in
Europe, since 1950 Europeans have become an
increasingly minor part of the flow. Meanwhile, the
number of immigrants from Latin America, Africa
and Asia has steadily grown.
The variety of destination countries has also
increased, hi addition to such traditional immigrant
nations as Canada, the United States, Argentina and
New Zealand, other Western Europe countries began
to attract migrants, as did several less-developed but
capital-rich nations, such as Venezuela, Nigeria and
Saudi Arabia. In general countries are likely to
receive immigrants from nations that are
geographically close, important trading partners,
political allies or former colonies. The vast majority
of immigrants to the United States, for example,
come from Latin America, the Caribbean or Asia.

well-entrenched in the thinking of social scientists
and policy makers alike.
Macroeconomic theory holds that wages are
determined by the balance of labor supply and
demand within regional markets. If there is relative
scarcity of workers in one market and a relative
abundance in another, wages will be high in the
former and low in the latter. Migration represents an
equilibrating mechanism between the two regions, as
workers move from the low wage area into the high
wage area until the wage differential between the two
areas equals the costs of interregional movement and
adjustment.
Although a large wage differential is clearly an
incentive to movement, it is neither a necessary nor
a sufficient condition. Migration decisions in
developing countries are typically made by families,
not individuals, and families migrate not only to
maximize earnings but also to minimize risks.
Economic conditions in developing countries are
volatile, and families face serious risks to their wellbeing from many sources — natural disasters,
political upheavals, economic recessions. Sending
different family members to geographically distinct
labor markets represents a strategy to diversify and
reduce risks to household income.
Related to this overemphasis on wage
differentials is a second misconception, that
international migration is caused by a lack of
development and that, by promoting economic
development in poor nations, the pressure for
international movement can be reduced. This view
misinterprets the nature of the development process,
which is inherently destructive and destabilizing and,
in the short run, enhances the pressures for
emigration rather than reduces them. Economic
development destroys a previously stable economic
and social system, peasant agriculture, by substituting
capital for labor, privatizing landholding and creating

The Economic Foundations
of Immigration
Although international migration is widely
recognized as an economic process, the economic
foundations of immigration are frequently
misunderstood and rest on two common
misconceptions. The first is that immigration is
caused by wage differentials between sending and
receiving countries, and the second is that pressures
for emigration stem from a lack of economic
development in sending regions. Both views are
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same output. Technological improvements have also
reduced substantially the time and money required to
travel internationally, and modern mass
communications have made inhabitants of the Third
World more aware of opportunities and conditions
abroad than were European peasants of the past.
Thus the economic foundations for modem
international migration lie not simply in low wages
or lack of economic development in poor countries,
but in the spread of increasingly capital-intensive
economic development to rapidly growing Third
World populations that are linked to the developed
world by modern systems of transportation and
communication. Although the high wages in
developing countries provide an incentive to migrate,
the uncertainty created by economic development
also makes emigration an attractive strategy for risk
diversification.

markets. The destruction of the peasant economic
system creates a pool of socially and economically
displaced people, who provide the source for both
internal and international migration.
Among European countries, there was close
historical correlation between the onset of industrial
development and the beginning of mass emigration.
However, the experience of Europe is not generalizable to contemporary developing countries.
Significant differences in demographic and technological conditions make the pressures for emigration
from developing countries today much greater than
they were for European countries in the past.

"...high population growth rates
have exacerbated the pressures for
emigration in ... developing
countries by increasing the ratio of
population to land and driving down
agrarian wages."

The Social Foundations
of Immigration
International migration also has important social
foundations that must be taken into account to
achieve a complete understanding of contemporary
immigration patterns. Immigration is far more
dynamic than standard economic analyses suggest
because it tends to feed back on itself through social
channels. As a result, immigration has become
progressively independent of the economic conditions
that originally caused it and alters social structures in
ways that increase the likelihood of subsequent
migration.
Migrant networks are sets of interpersonal ties
that link together migrants, former migrants, and
nonmigrants in origin and destination areas through
the bonds of kinship, friendship and shared
community origin. They increase the likelihood of
migration because they lower the costs of migration,
which include the direct monetary costs of making a
trip, the information and search costs paid to obtain
a new job, the opportunity costs of foraging income
while searching for work, and the psychic costs of
leaving a familiar environment and moving to a
strange setting. All of these costs are reduced when
a prospective migrant has a personal tie to someone
with prior experience in a particular destination area.
The first migrants who leave for a new
destination have no social ties to draw upon, and for
them migration is costly, particularly if it involves

In Europe, the transition from high to low
mortality rates occurred slowly and fertility levels
were modest. In the developing world, the decline in
mortality occurred rapidly in a few years after 1945,
but fertility remained high because of early marriage
and lack of desire for family limitation. The resulting
large gap between birth and death rates persisted for
decades because the declines in mortality stemmed
from imported technologies and public-health
measures rather than from social and economic
developments that simultaneously reduced birth rates.
As a consequence, during its period of dynamic
population growth, the Third World displayed very
high rates of natural increase that were far in excess
of those experienced by European countries during
the nineteenth century. These high population growth
rates have exacerbated the pressures for emigration
in contemporary developing countries by increasing
the ratio of population to land and driving down
agrarian wages.
At the same time, the technology of production
has become increasingly capital intensive.
Agricultural modernization now has the potential to
displace far more people from rural employment,
while factories need fewer workers to produce the
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entering another country without documents. After
the first migrants have left, however, the costs of
migration are substantially lower for their friends and
relatives living in the community of origin. Because
of the nature of kinship and friendship structures,
each new migrant creates a set of people with social
ties to the destination area. Migrants are inevitably
linked to nonmigrants through bonds of kinship and
friendship, and the latter draw upon obligations
implicit in these relationships to gain access to
employment and assistance at the point of
destination, substantially reducing their migrant costs.
Once the number of network connections in an
origin area reaches a certain threshold, migration
become self-perpetuating because migration itself
creates the social structure needed to sustain it. Every
new migrant reduces the costs of subsequent
migration for a set of friends and relatives, and some
of these people are thereby induced to migrate,
which further expands the set of people with ties
abroad and, in turn, reduces costs for a new set of
people, causing some of them to migrate, and so on.

recruitment ended and foreign workers were
encouraged to go home. But the number of foreign
workers declined in only a few countries, and, as
many workers chose to remain and sent abroad for
family members, everywhere the size of foreign
populations increased.

"Family reunification systems work
at cross-purposes with the
limitation of immigration because
they reinforce the process of
network formation and ...
encourage further immigration."
Another area where governments often work at
cross-purposes with stated policy objectives is in
attempting to limit and ration immigrant visas. Most
countries employ a rationing system that relies on the
principle of family reunification, where immigrants
are admitted if they already have a relative living in
the country. Family reunification systems work at
cross-purposes with the limitation of immigration
because they reinforce the process of network
formation and over time actually encourage further
immigration.
In the long run, therefore, immigration tends to
breed more immigration, and if there is one
prediction for the future it is that the current period
of global immigration will continue. The economic
foundations of migration lie in the spread of capitalintensive economic developments to rapidly growing
Third World populations that are linked to the
developed world by modern systems of transportation
and communication. Once immigration has begun,
the social foundations of migration build a selfperpetuating momentum into the process. The growth
and expansion of migrant networks progressively
reduce the costs of international movement and make
emigration a very attractive strategy for risk
diversification among poor families in developing
countries. Once a stage of mass migration has been
reached, migration will tend to continue regardless of
changes in wages, employment, or government
immigration policies.
*

The Foundations
of Immigration Policy
The overemphasis on wages as determinants of
immigration and the failure to appreciate the social
dimensions of the migration process have led to
immigration policies that often yield outcomes the
opposite of those desired. Thus the recruitment of
temporary foreign workers usually ends up
generating a large, permanent minority population;
and policies designed to ration immigrant visas end
up reinforcing the process of network formation and
generating still more migrants, both legal and illegal.
Viewing immigration as an economic
phenomenon, governments naively assume that the
flow of immigrants can be managed and regulated
like other economic processes. In the post war
period, many governments attempted to recruit
foreign workers to fill short-term economic needs,
assuming that when the needs ended, the flow of
migrants could be turned off as easily as it was
turned on. This assumption has proved to unfounded.
In parts of Western Europe and the United
States, for example, rapid economic growth has at
times led to a demand for workers in certain sectors
of the economy. Foreign labor was imported to meet
this demand, but when no longer necessary,
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a division of Random House, Inc. © 1993 by Malcolm W. Browne, 366 pages, $23.00) is
the memoir of a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist, a correspondent for The New York
Times. With permission we reprint chapter 18.

Beware the Third World
By Malcolm W. Browne
To me, Bengal is the Ghost of Christmas Yet to
Come, for it shows what can happen anywhere in the
creeping Third World.
Bengal once supplied the world's jute market,
but today's producers of grain ship their products in
bags made mostly of synthetic fibers, and the market
for Bengali jute has largely dried up. The country
sells its only other major crop, Basmati rice, to
China. This brings in some badly needed foreign
exchange, but in return, Bengal often imports inferior
Chinese rice to feed its own people. Bangla Desh
and China, in effect trade rice for rice.
With neither any industry worthy of the name
nor a profitable agricultural base, Bangladesh has
few jobs, and the poverty of its people is beyond
belief. The average person is a liability to his or her
community, not an asset. The only consolation is that
most people die young.
But there has long been a brisk market for
human skeletons, skulls, brains, livers and other odds
and ends. Human parts are used in the West by
medical schools, laboratories and pharmaceutical
manufacturers for a variety of purposes, and the
cadaver trade has been largely supplied by India, Sri
Lanka and Bengal. (These countries have all
outlawed the export of human remains and reduced
the flow — unwisely, in my opinion — but a living
can still be made from the human flesh market.)
It's hardly surprising, then, that a lot of poor
people have come to value the contents of their
nation's graves and rivers more than their own living
kin. The price of a human skull in America can feed
a Bengali family for a year!
When I speak of the Third World, I mean
something more than a range of latitudes or
distinctive colors on a map, something that goes
beyond the numbers describing gross national
product, literacy, infant mortality and the other
indices of good fortune. I mean a collective state of
mind.

I have seen the future and it doesn't work. It's
the Third World, and it's coming our way, as
inexorably as the Africanized killer bees from Brazil.
When I lived in South Asia I discovered that a
Bengali or Indian or Sri Lankan could fetch more
money chopped into pieces and sold as laboratory
specimens than he or she could as a live person. The
reason for this horrible reality is that medical
specimens are always in demand, while there is
always a surplus of people in places like the Indian
subcontinent.
In just a few months in 1971, war and monsoon
floods combined to kill about one million people in
East Pakistan, and the Bengali landscape in 1971
looked like a medieval allegory of the Apocalypse.
But though death seemed to reign supreme, birth
swiftly overtook it. United Nations demographers I
knew, whose detailed census produced the first really
reliable estimate of population growth in Bengal,
computed that another one million people were being
created every eighty-four days. Put another way; in
less than three months, Bangla Desh replaced all the
million human beings whose corpses choked its
rivers, floodplains, villages and wells. And since
then, the time needed to grow a million Bengalis has
been cut in half.
The brutal fact is that most of the people of
Bangladesh — indeed, most of the people living in
the Third World — are unneeded and unwanted by
the rest of the human race, and living in lands that
simply cannot sustain them. Chronic optimists cluck
and say, well, all we need do is teach the benighted
people of South Asia, Africa and Latin America to
produce more and to limit their consumption.
Produce what? And limit what consumption?
Hordes are starving already. And are we to tell the
Indians and Bengalis and Chinese and Somalis and
Andean peoples that they must curb their appetites
for refrigerators, cars and television. Have we the
right?
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