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Abstract

The emergence of a new research field or area of study in the social sciences always
is fraught with controversy, fits and starts, theoretical, methodological, and even
epistemological debates. Migration studies is no different, but some things are
relatively unique about this ‘new’ field of study, while others are more conventional.
The article on the ‘rise of migration studies’ by the CrossMigration team, Levy et al.
(Comparative Migration Studies, 8 forthcoming), “Between Fragmentation and
Institutionalization” under consideration here captures some of the controversies in
migration studies, and poses some interesting questions about the direction of the
field. Building on the ‘bibliometric analysis’ of journal articles by the cross-migration
group, I ask what is unique about migration studies and what is conventional?
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The emergence of a new research field or area of study in the social sciences always is

fraught with controversy, fits and starts, theoretical, methodological, and even epistemo-

logical debates. Migration studies is no different, but some things are relatively unique

about this ‘new’ field of study, while others are more conventional. The article on the ‘rise

of migration studies’ by the ‘cross-migration’ team, (Levy et al. 2020), “Between Fragmenta-

tion and Institutionalization” under consideration here captures some of the controversies

in migration studies, and poses some interesting questions about the direction of the field.

Building on the ‘bibliometric analysis’ of journal articles by the cross-migration group, I ask

what is unique about migration studies and what is conventional?

Let me start with the conventional, portrayed well in the analysis by the cross-

migration team. Migration has been a topic of inquiry in the social sciences for de-

cades, and in the field of sociology, the focus on migration studies dates from the late

nineteenth century. The fact that sociology, particularly as practiced in the United

States, was the first discipline to make the study of migration a central feature of

inquiry is not a coincidence. As Levy et al. 2020 point out, the beginning of migration

studies dates from the works of Ravenstein (1885), and early twentieth-century
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sociology (Thomas and Znaniecki 1918). In this period, the dominant paradigms in mi-

gration theory were the assimilation model, associated with Robert Park (1930) and the

“Chicago School (see also Gordon 1964).” The assimilation model, which predicted a

single outcome, eventually gave way to new models predicting a range of outcomes, as

reflected in Portes and Rumbaut’s (1990) now classic study of immigrant incorporation in

the United States. They predicted outcomes for different groups according to contexts of

reception that vary with reference to (1) policy that accepts or actively supports immi-

grants; (2) labor market reception that is neutral, positive, or discriminatory; and (3) eth-

nic communities that are either nonexistent, working class, or entrepreneurial/

professional. Also of interest to the ‘Portes School’ are issues of human and social capital.

In the late twentieth century, sociologists emphasized the role of social capital (the social

networks and social relationships of immigrants, Bourdieu 1977; Portes and Zhou 1993)

in facilitating incorporation while economists placed greater emphasis on human capital

criteria (schooling, professional qualifications, language proficiency, and the like, Chiswick

1978) in facilitating incorporation—all quite conventional social science.

It is therefore not surprising when Levy et al. 2020 look at the emergence of co-citation

networks during this period (1980s and ‘90s, Figures 7-9) that the field of migration studies

tended to cluster around ethnic and race relations, assimilation and acculturation, and a

‘Wisconsin or Michigan School,’ with Portes (a Wisconsin PhD) at the heart of this ap-

proach. This ‘school’ is heavily inductive, positivist, behavioural, and ‘data driven,’ making it

quite conventional from the standpoint of philosophy of social science. Social demographers

(like Douglas Massey, also with his own ‘node’ in the cross-migration citation networks)

have been instrumental in defining the field of migration studies, focusing on population dy-

namics, the pattern and direction of migration flows, and the characteristics of migrants

(age, gender, occupation, education, and so on). Social demographers seek to understand

how and why people migrate, what happens to migrants, especially in the receiving society

where they are likely to have a major impact on the population, and how difficult it is for

migrants to be ‘absorbed’ into the host society. Demography plays a major role in migration

studies because of the imbalances between populations, leading to push factors in overpo-

pulated societies and pull factors in underpopulated societies, hence the proliferation of

push-pull models in migration studies. In addition to individuals, social demographers de-

velop theories of household behavior—a primary unit of analysis—and they delve into eco-

nomic theory, looking at the structure and functioning of labor markets (hence economic

sociology emerges in the cross-migration citation networks) to understand how these affect

the propensity for people to move. Demographers wrestle with the same concepts as sociol-

ogists (and later anthropologists), such as ethnicity and race, and they theorize about inter-

marriage rates, social capital, and civil society and help us to understand the effects of

immigration on receiving societies. They illustrate how and why some immigrant groups

adapt and integrate better than others, echoing the findings of sociologists like Alejandro

Portes, Roger Waldinger, Richard Alba, and others, and giving us what David Fitzgerald

(2015) has called an ‘ethnic Olympics.’

Economists still with a laser-like focus on the United States and sticking with conven-

tional social science have been equally influential in the development of the field of mi-

gration studies, relying on rationalist and utilitarian theories of human behavior. They

frame their research questions in terms of scarcity, cost-benefit, and rational choice.

Like sociologists, they are interested in why some people move while others do not,
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paying close attention to selectivity to determine what migration means for the sending

and receiving societies (Chiswick 2008). The macroeconomic perspective explores what

immigrants add to the economy of the receiving society (in terms of wealth, income, skills,

etc.), what emigrants take away from the economy of the sending society (in terms of cap-

ital, human and otherwise), what they send back in remittances, and what is the net gain.

From a microeconomic perspective, economists view migrants as utility maximizers who

assess opportunity in cost-benefit terms and act accordingly (Martin 2015). These two

perspectives (macro and micro) have generated a range of questions and debates within

economics about winners and losers in labor markets where migrants are present, about

the impact of immigration on public finance, about entrepreneurship and innovation, and

about the social mobility of immigrants—questions that economists share with sociolo-

gists. Certainly these two disciplines have created “a common… language… a rather uni-

fied and stable conceptual and theoretical foundation,” with the “standardization of norms

and practices” for the field (Levy et al. 2020, pp. 2–3).

Economists often are called upon (by those who formulate policy) to assess the fiscal and

human capital costs and benefits of immigration in precisely these evaluative terms. Cost-

benefit analysis therefore shapes many of the theoretical debates in economics (Chiswick

1978; Borjas 1985), not to mention broader debates about the effects of immigration policy

on the macro-economy (again Martin 2015). To take two prominent examples, Barry

Chiswick (1978), in contrast to George Borjas (1985, 1987), argues that higher levels of in-

equality in the country of origin do not necessarily lead to negative selectivity of immigrants,

but rather to less favorable positive selectivity. In effect, according to Chiswick (2008), even

though immigrants may come from very poor countries, they still are favorably selected

compared to those who stay behind, and are likely to add to the human capital stock of the

receiving country and to assimilate quickly. In this framework, immigrants’ earnings are

likely to increase at a higher rate than the earnings of natives. Hence, economists and sociol-

ogists are focused on many of the same questions concerning the incorporation or assimila-

tion of immigrants, even though their theories and methods are quite different. Economists

and demographers have also explored the educational, welfare, and social security costs of

immigration. Americans in particular are concerned about the costs and benefits of immi-

gration and want to harness the social sciences, especially economics, to shape and inform

policy debates (Martin 2015; National Academy of Sciences 2017). European scholars

(Zimmermann and Kahanec 2009) also are concerned about the macroeconomic and labor

market impacts of immigration, but most European governments (and scholars) are pre-

occupied with perceived crises of integration and with the effects of immigration on the

welfare state (Favell 1998; Bommes and Geddes 2000; Brochmann 2014).

Finally and in sticking with conventional approaches to the study of migration, one

could argue that the growth of work on the second generation, particularly within the

discipline of sociology, is a result of the rejection of the assumptions of earlier assimila-

tion theory (Perlmann and Waldinger 1997; Portes and Zhou 1993). Some scholars (see

again George Borjas 1985) have argued that given postindustrial economies and the di-

versity of places of origin of today’s immigrant populations, the path to upward mobil-

ity (and hence incorporation) will be much less favorable for the second generation

than it was for the second generation of the past. Clearly, this is a topic of intense de-

bate and another area of research and theory building, dominated by an exclusive focus

on US immigration, with sparse attention to other immigrant-receiving societies (cf.
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Alba and Foner 2015). Migration studies has suffered from a lack of comparative-

historical perspective (cf. Lucassen and Lucassen 1997) and it was heavily ‘siloed’ with

little cross-disciplinary work, leading to more fragmentation and frequent ‘reinvention

of the wheel’ (Levy et al. 2020, p. 16 and Brettell and Hollifield 2015).

Perhaps the controversial nature of the debate about the second generation, and the

power of the transnational model, have placed the assimilation model back on the table.

Alba and Nee (2003, see also Fitzgerald 2015), for example, suggest that assimilation

theory should be resurrected without the prescriptive baggage formulated by the dom-

inant majority that calls for immigrants to become like everyone else. They argue that

assimilation still exists as a spontaneous process in intergroup relations. Certainly, the

preoccupation in several disciplines with the transnational model (which has its own

cluster in Levy et al. 2020) may be a reflection of research that focuses largely on the

first generation and that lacks a historical perspective. Herbert Gans (1997) suggested

that rejection of straight-line assimilation may be premature, given not only the differ-

ent generations of immigrants studied by those who originally formulated the theory

and by those carrying out contemporary research, but also differences in the back-

ground (outsiders versus insiders) of researchers themselves.

From this cryptic review of the history, we can see one unique feature of the field of mi-

gration studies. The experience of immigration in the settler/colonial societies, especially

the United States but also Canada, Australia, and even South Africa and New Zealand

(the Dominions), has dominated research on migration in the social sciences, making the

field exceptionally western, Anglo-Saxon, and ethnocentric (Brettell and Hollifield 2015;

Hollifield and Foley: Understanding global migration, forthcoming). Again, this is quite

clear in the co-citation clusters and ‘epistemic communities’ depicted in Figs. 7–9 of the

article by the cross-migration group. The research agendas of American sociologists and

economists are heavily focused on migrant agency and experience, and these agendas

were exported first to Canada and Australia, then to the United Kingdom, making the

field look even more ethnocentric, as it was dominated by English-language scholarship

(see Fig. 6 on ‘cross-national co-authorships’). Eventually the dominant paradigms of eth-

nic and race relations, acculturation, assimilation, ethnic entrepreneurship, embedded in a

broad ‘world systems’ framework (Wallerstein 1976) would be exported to continental

Europe having a big impact on the development of migration studies in The Netherlands,

Germany, Scandinavia, and somewhat later in France and southern Europe (see Fig. 6 in

Levy et al. 2020). As Europe made the transition from a continent of emigration (in the

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) to a land of immigration in the post-World War

II era (Thränhardt 1996), it is not surprising that European scholars of migration would

turn to American and British theories to frame their research questions (see the introduc-

tion in Brettell and Hollifield 2015). However, the historical context of migration in Eur-

ope is quite different from that of the settler societies. Many of the new immigration

countries in Europe have struggled with the legacies of imperialism, and post-colonialism,

making the US assimilation or acculturation paradigms especially inappropriate. This ten-

sion is especially evident in countries with a long imperial history, like Britain and France,

but also The Netherlands, Belgium, and Italy and Portugal (Hollifield et al. 2014; Hollifield

and Foley: Understanding global migration (forthcoming)). In Northern Europe the pre-

occupation with the social contract and the viability of the welfare state have tended to

dominate migration studies (Brochmann 2014).
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Another unique feature of migration studies—as opposed to other fields of study in

the social sciences—is the extent to which it is ethnocentric, driven by specific histor-

ical and cultural contexts. The experience of the settler societies (the U.S. and the Do-

minions but also Latin America, see Hollifield and Foley: Understanding global

migration (forthcoming)) is unique, and the weight of imperialism is evident in both

the sending and receiving societies of Western Europe and almost every other region of

the globe touched by conquest and colonization. Little attention has been paid to the

impact of European migrations on indigenous peoples in the Americas, Africa, and

Australia, for example. These lacunae make history and anthropology especially import-

ant in the study of migration, to move us away from a narrow focus on migrant agency

in the dominant paradigm of economic sociology and demography, to take account of

larger historical, structural (institutional), and transnational forces at work in the move-

ment of populations. For this reason, a more critical approach to migration is needed,

to bring non-western perspectives to bear in understanding migration, and to gain a

greater appreciation of the power dynamics between peoples, regions, and states (Holli-

field and Foley: Understanding global migration (forthcoming); cf. Massey 1999). It will

take much more than cross-country collaborations (Levy et al. 2020, p. 4) to overcome

the western bias in migration studies. In this regard, the ‘cultural turn’ in migration

studies (Levy et al. 2020, p. 5) should help attenuate the western bias.

Returning to sociology—the first discipline in migration studies—as FitzGerald (2015)

emphasizes, the central questions are why does migration occur and who migrates—

that is, issues of selectivity? How is migration sustained over time (through networks)?

What happens once these populations settle in the host society and begin to take part

in a multigenerational competition for resources and status, often defined in ethnic

terms? Sociologists share a common theoretical framework with anthropologists and

there is a good deal of cross-fertilization between these disciplines. Both are grounded

in the classic works of social theory (Marx, Durkheim, and Weber), and each tends to

emphasize social relations as central to understanding the processes of migration and

immigrant incorporation.

However, sociologists have worked primarily in the receiving society with some notable

exceptions (see the works of Massey and Durand 2004; Fitzgerald 2008 on Mexico; and

de Haas 2010, for example), while anthropologists have often worked in the countries of

origin, destination, or both. The difference is a result of the historical origins of these two

disciplines—sociology is grounded in the study of Western institutions and society,

whereas anthropology began with the study of “the other.” Anthropology “came later” to

the study of migration and immigration, but in sociology it has been a topic of long-

standing interest. Sociological questions are generally also outcomes questions. Even

though sociologists are interested in the causes of emigration (again see Fitzgerald 2008;

de Haas 2010), the discipline places greater emphasis on the process of immigrant incorp-

oration (Portes and Rumbaut 1990; Perlmann and Waldinger 1997; Favell 1998; Bloem-

raad 2006). Despite the importance of world systems theory (see Fig. 10 in Levy et al.

2020) to both sociology and anthropology, more theorizing in these fields takes place at

the micro-level, with a focus on agency, than at the macro-level with a focus on structure.

By contrast, political science and especially international relations (Hollifield 2012),

with its focus on the state, policy (process) and institutions, operates comfortably at the

macro or systemic level, leaving international relations scholars open to the criticism of
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“methodological nationalism” (Wimmer and Glick-Schiller 2002; Favell 2015). Some

political scientists (Hollifield 2004, 2005, 2012; Hollifield and Wong 2015; Zolberg

1981, 2006), sociologists (Waldinger and Fitzgerald 2004 and Joppke 1999; cf. Massey

1999), and jurists (Schuck 1998 and Abraham 2015) argue that migration scholars ig-

nore the nation-state at their peril. Brettell (2015), on the other hand, traces a shift in

anthropology from the individual to the household that accompanied the realization

that migrants rarely make decisions in a vacuum about whether to leave and where to

go and that immigrant earnings and remittances are often pooled into a household

economy. Similarly, it is in the distinction between individual decision making, on the

one hand, and household or family decision making, on the other, that Massey et al.

(1993) locate the difference between neoclassical microeconomic migration theory and

the new economics of migration. New economics theorists argue that households send

workers abroad “not only to improve income in absolute terms, but also to increase in-

come relative to other households, and, hence, to reduce their relative deprivation com-

pared with some reference group” (Massey et al. 1993, p. 438; see also earlier work by

Mincer 1978; Stark 1991). This is an economic theory that, with a different unit of ana-

lysis, must take sociological and anthropological questions into consideration (all these

scholars are depicted in Levy et al. 2020, Fig. 10).

Another unique feature of migration studies is the difficulty (if not the impossibility) of

understanding migration and mobility from a single disciplinary perspective. Despite the

dominance of sociology and economics as revealed in Levy et al. (2020), there is a lot of

interchange among the disciplines. Historians draw on many of the theories formulated

by sociologists (Lucassen and Lucassen 1997; Gabbacia 2015). Demographers are attentive

to both sociological and economic theory and, increasingly, to those emerging from polit-

ical science. Law has close affinity with all the social sciences and with history (Abraham

2015), while political science borrows heavily from economics and history as well as from

sociology and law—one could argue that political science is a theoretical vagabond when

it comes to the study of migration; and anthropology shares much with history, sociology,

and geography (Hollifield and Wong 2015). Although economists also borrow and work

with other disciplines—demography, sociology, and history for example—they maintain a

focus on their own (quantitative) methodology and (often highly formal) models, espe-

cially rational choice. Proponents of rational choice argue that this is an indication of how

much more formal modeling is scientific, when compared with other social science disci-

plines. Detractors would say that economists are so wedded to the rationalist paradigm

and to game theory, that they cannot admit that any other approach might be as powerful

as a straightforward, interest-based, microeconomic model. An economist might respond

with the metaphor of Occam’s Razor—simple and parsimonious models are more power-

ful than the complex models offered by other social science disciplines, and that econom-

ics is a more advanced “science,” because there is agreement on a unified (rationalist)

theory and a common methodology. On the other hand, it is easy to slit one’s throat with

Occam’s Razor!

We can see clear divergences in migration studies in which questions are asked and

how they are framed, in units of analysis, and in research methods that are heavily in-

ductive, behavioral, and positivist. Migration studies might best proceed through the

development of interdisciplinary research projects on a series of common questions to

which scholars in different disciplines and with different regional interests could bring
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distinct insights drawn from their particular epistemological frameworks (See Hollifield

and Foley: Understanding global migration (forthcoming)). How, for example, might

anthropologists and legal scholars collaborate in the study of so-called cultural defenses

that often involve new immigrants and how might the results of this work lead to re-

finements in theories about migration and change? How might scholars from across a

range of disciplines collaborate on a project focused on the financial and health status

of undocumented immigrants in several receiving societies with or without government

benefits. Bridge building across disciplines also entails identifying a common set of

dependent and independent variables, so that it is clear what we are trying to explain

and what factors we stress in building models to explain some segment of migrant be-

havior or the reaction of states and societies to migration.

A topic crying out for interdisciplinary and cross-national research is the impact (pol-

itical, economic, social, and cultural) of migration in the global south (Massey 1999; de

Haas 2010). As noted above, primarily anthropologists and to a lesser extent historians

have conducted the most work in the countries of origin, but the questions asked must

be expanded through the participation of those in other disciplines, particularly polit-

ical science (see Sadiq 2009; Betts 2013) and economics (Clemens 2011). Approxi-

mately 40% of global migration is south-south and because of climate change, civil

wars, and ethnic conflicts the number of migrants, whether refugees or internally dis-

placed people, is increasing. Migration is increasingly important for human and eco-

nomic development, and migration is beginning to rival trade and FDI as a driver of

interdependence (Hollifield and Foley: Understanding global migration (forthcoming)).

The northern (and western) bias in migration studies is essentially a power dynamic,

with most theory originating from scholars in the global north, whereas the data are to

be found increasingly in the global south. This is clearly reflected in the article by Levy

et al. (2020), which depicts the ‘internationalization’ of the field, co-authorships, and

self-reference revolving around scholarly networks in the USA and Western Europe.

The ‘structure’ of the field is driven by the research and policy agenda of scholars in

the global north.

Perhaps the biggest (and most unique) challenge in migration studies is to ‘bring the

state and politics back into’ our theoretical and analytical frameworks, which have been

heavily society-centric, because of the dominance of sociology and demography in the

field (Hollifield and Wong 2015). With the rise of reactive populism (Norris and Ingle-

hart 2019) the politics of migration has taken a radical turn. Nationalism, nativism, and

new forms of ‘scientific racism’ (Thränhardt 1993) are taking us ‘back to the future,’

and much of the scholarship on migration has been politicized. Politicians of the radical

right dismiss decades of research on the economics of migration (immigrants are

blamed for taking jobs from natives), immigrant integration (immigrants are blamed

for crime, terrorism, insecurity, and an ‘unwillingness to assimilate’), and migration and

development (refugees and asylum seekers are seen as a burden). Symbolic politics (the

push to build a wall along the entire southern border of the U.S., for example) have

overwhelmed the realities of migration (Mexico has gone through a demographic tran-

sition and net migration from Mexico to the U.S. has been negative since 2007).

Clearly, politics and the state matter in migration studies, but how can we ‘bring them

back in?’ Migration policy is one of the principal ways in which states ‘discipline’ (Fou-

cault 1979) individuals, groups, and populations that fall under their control, and social
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scientists often are caught up in policy agendas that serve dominant interests and the

parties in power. It has been pointed out that migration policy is by definition discrim-

inatory, and that states must choose who is allowed to enter, reside, and settle on their

territories. For social scientists, this poses a host of ethical and moral dilemmas, and

many political theorists have wrestled with the tradeoffs involved in making migration

policy (see for example, Carens 2013; Gibney 2004).

Because of the radical turn in the politics of migration, it is more important than ever

for scholars to understand the evolution of migration states (Hollifield 2004), how states

seek to manage migration for strategic gains, and the role of migration in national and hu-

man development in the global north and especially in the global south (Hollifield and

Foley: Understanding global migration (forthcoming)). At the same time and given the

highly politicized nature of the field, scholars must be ever attentive to the empirical (fact-

and data-based) nature of their work, and they must hew to the Popperian maxim of ad-

vancing falsifiable propositions. In this respect, migration studies is quite conventional,

even though it has many unique features. None of these dynamics in migration studies—

increasing politicization of the field, the turn away from positive social science, and the

rise of nativism and symbolic politics—is captured in the cross-migration analysis of Levy

et al. This may be due to the dominance of society-centric paradigms in the field that

focus research on individual and group behaviors to the detriment of broader structural

and institutional factors that shape human mobility and migration in the longer term.
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