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Abstract

The concept of the migration system, first popularized in the 1970s, has remained a

staple component of any review of migration theory. Since then, it has been cast

somewhat adrift from its conceptual moorings; today in the literature migration sys-

tems are generally either conflated with migrant networks or elevated to the heights of

macro-level abstraction which divorces them from any empirical basis. At the same

time, by taking on board more sophisticated notions of agency, emergence, and social

mechanisms, the broader concept of the social system has moved on from the rather

discredited structural�functionalist marina where it was first launched. In recent years,

having been rejected by many social theorists, the social system has been subject to

major reconstruction prior to its relaunch as a respectable and valuable area of social

enquiry. This article argues that, for the most part, these developments in systems

theory have been ignored by those applying the concept of systems to the analysis of

migration. It addresses the question of how the concept of the migration system can

be reformulated in the light of these theoretical advances and what implications this

may have for our research and analysis.

Keywords: system feedback, social mechanism, cumulative causation, critical

realism

1. Introduction

The idea of the migration system has regularly appeared in various guises in both the

academic and policy literature on migration over many years. However, for the most

part, the concept is not clearly elaborated, the different uses are far from coherent, and

in some cases, it appears to be little more than a heuristic device or sometimes just a

shorthand term to tie together different aspects of migration—origin and destination

countries and transnational ties—in one handy phrase. It might seem reasonable to con-

clude that the migration system should simply be allowed to sink from sight. This article

counters such a view, making a case for its revival and putting forward a new conceptu-

alization as a basis for the relaunch of migration systems.
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It suggests that the idea of the migration system remains compelling for scholars as they

strive to analyse the complex array of interacting elements that define migration processes,

trying to take account of origin and destination, changing patterns over time and finding

some balance between individuals’ decision making and structural constraints. Any

attempt to capture this complexity is likely to result in something akin to a system.

Hence, it seems better to elaborate a concept of migration systems that is more theoretically

robust, rather than abandon it only to reinvent it later.

The article argues that while some migration scholars have attempted to keep migration

systems afloat over the last few decades—with somewhat limited success—few have

engaged with debates on broader social systems in the social theory literature. In this

arena, general systems theory, which lay at the root of migration systems, was widely

discredited and the notion of systems was largely abandoned for some time. However, in

the last five years, systems thinking appears to have been relaunched with major conceptual

refinements, in particular adopting notions of emergence, causality and agency. This article

draws both on these developments in social theory and on the critiques of earlier formu-

lations of migration systems to propose a new approach to migration systems theory.

The next section takes forward the argument by critically reviewing the different ways

that systems have been used in the migration studies literature, starting from the 1960s. It

ends by showing why migration scholars keep returning to the idea of systems despite the

problems it presents. Section 3 very briefly traces some of the key shifts in social systems

theory starting with the structural�functionalist approaches of the 1950s and then high-

lighting the constructivist turn and the more recent realist approaches, both of which have

been largely neglected in migration studies. Section 4 presents a new theoretical definition

of a migration system, and shows how it is distinct from earlier formulations and how it

responds to the insights of broader systems theory.

The ambition of this article is therefore to bring together the ongoing literature on

migration systems and the sociological literature on systems theories. Some may object

on the grounds that these different systems work at rather different levels and migration is

better seen as an outcome of the working of broader social systems. From this perspective,

we should not attempt to understand migration by focusing on migration itself; instead we

must examine the underlying social systems at play. While this may have some validity—

and certainly there should be great caution about any suggestion that migration processes

are special and lie outside the broad sweep of ‘normal’ human society—the claim here is

that one can usefully examine migration systems as distinctive, emergent social entities.

This does not demand that one thinks of migration systems as anything ‘real’ to be

discovered. However, it is a valid and important exercise in as far as migration is a reflection

of configurations of relationships and power, which might be called a system, and these

have very real impacts on the lives of those involved in them.

2. Systems in migration theory

Systems are regularly invoked within the migration literature but here, perhaps more than

many other areas of study, there has been little attempt to reflect on the theoretical basis for

referring to a particular configuration of elements and relationships as a system. Often, the
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migration system is presented as a taken-for-granted entity which needs little further elab-

oration. Hence, we never really get to understand precisely what is meant by a migration

system in any particular context, let alone have any chance of working out how one system

may compare to another. Nevertheless, it is possible to suggest a number of broad ways in

which the notion of the migration system is used. In the following paragraphs these

different forms are referred to as embedded functionalist, defined functionalist, skeletal,

feedback, and abstract systems.

The embedded functionalist form can be seen where the migration system is presented as a

self-regulating apparatus within a wider social system. This appears to be the form adopted

in the earliest appearances of the term ‘migration system’ in the literature. For example,

there are many references to the labour migration system of West and Southern Africa

(Arrighi and Saul 1968; Gutkind 1962; Richards 1973 [1952]). Here the term is used as a

system of organizing society, often imposed by ‘external’ forces, in particular, in the African

context, the encroachment of capitalism on pre-capitalist societies. Portes and Böröcz

(1989) refer to the gastarbeiter (guest worker) system in a similar way. Others refer to

migration embedded in world system theory. For example, Simmons and Guengant

(1992) analyse how changing patterns of migration over time (1650 to the present) have

been driven by changes in various ‘historical�structural’ features such as labour demand,

culture, and the economic base in origin and destination countries.

Such systems tend to be qualified by the nature of the operating logic: the labour mi-

gration system, the guest worker system and so forth. To a large extent, these authors

appear to take a systems perspective as a shorthand for drawing on world systems theory

or similar global level theory. As a result, the analysis tends to be set at a rather abstract level

and has very little to say about the people who move.1 Such discussions make little attempt

to draw on empirical data for support—and indeed it is difficult to envisage what data

might be useful for it.

Hoffmann-Nowotny (1981) also considers migration as one process within a larger

societal system. Migration arises as a response to tensions originating within a system

element (an individual or a subsystem). Power and prestige are two central concepts

within his theory: the former defined as the capacity to maintain or improve its position;

the latter defined as the extent to which power is regarded as legitimated within the culture.

Tensions arise when power and prestige are not balanced, and if responses within the

system do not lead to a solution then migration outside the system is the likely outcome

(Hoffmann-Nowotny 1981). Although this theory does raise the issue of power, it is as

something to be exercised in response to systemic stimuli rather than the result of human

agency. The system is thus still immune to the influence of human interests outside its own

behavioural assumptions.

Mabogunje’s approach represents a second form of system theory: the defined function-

alist form. He explicitly draws on general systems theory (Bertalanffy 1950, discussed in

more detail below) and views the migration system as a self-perpetuating and regular

pattern of exchanges between particular localities: a set of relationships across time and

space. Rather than having the migration system as part of a larger system, now there is some

attempt to define it and identify it as an object of study: ‘[a] system may be defined as a

complex of interacting elements, together with their attributes and relationships’. He

acknowledges that such a system is set within a wider environment, but this remains
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rather vaguely defined as ‘the universe of phenomena which is of interest in a given context’

(Mabogunje 1970: 4).

The major advance offered by Mabogunje’s systems approach is the recognition of the

critical role of feedback from earlier migration that changes the subsequent patterns of

movement. In particular, information about the migrants’ reception and progress at the

destination is transmitted back to the place of origin; if it is favourable, it encourages

further migration. This results in a rather stable geographical structuring and clustering

of migration flows, which is far from a ‘random state’. This migration system links people,

families, and communities over space in what today might be called transnational or

translocal communities. Mabogunje invokes general systems theory to argue that, once

established, the state of the system—the scale and direction of migration flows—depends

more on the feedback mechanisms and changes in the environment rather than on the

initial conditions that started the movement (Mabogunje 1970: 13–14). He applies

the systems approach to rural–urban migration within the African continent as a way of

explaining why and how a rural migrant becomes a permanent urban dweller (Mabogunje

1970: 5).

Mabogunje was not the only migration scholar2 applying general systems theory to the

analysis of migration, but he provided the clearest explanation of how the system’s dy-

namics change the pattern of movement over time. For example, Mangalam and

Schwarzweller write of a migration system ‘consisting of a donor subsystem and a recipient

subsystem, linked by the subsystem of the migrating collectivity’ (Mangalam and

Schwarzweller 1970: 19). They focus on the impact on social organization of the ongoing

interactions between migrants and their places of origin. However, they do not consider the

impact of migration at one time on subsequent movement. Their migration system is one

piece in a rather static collection of social systems that order the world. They claim that it

functions to maintain the ‘dynamic equilibrium of the social organization at the place of

origin’, clearly reflecting the functionalist tradition out of which they were writing.

It is Mabogunje’s approach that has been regularly cited by subsequent researchers as the

foundation of migration systems theory. In particular, it was taken up in the 1990s for the

analysis of international migration, rather than just rural–urban movements, most notably

in the volume International Migration Systems: A Global Approach (Kritz, Lim and Zlotnik

1992). International migration systems consist of countries—or rather places within

different countries—that exchange relatively large numbers of migrants, and are also

characterized by feedback mechanisms that connect the movement of people between

particular countries, areas, and even cities to the concomitant flows of goods, capital

(remittances), ideas, and information (Fawcett 1989; Gurak and Caces 1992). The

end result is ‘a set of relatively stable exchanges of people between certain

nations . . . yielding an identifiable geographic structure that persists across space and

time’ (Massey et al. 1998: 61).

While the idea of the migration system may have been adopted with some enthusiasm,

the attempt to pin it down with empirical findings has tended to result in truncated ver-

sions of the approach. Zlotnik’s effort to elaborate principles for the identification of

migration systems (Zlotnik 1992) suggests what will be referred to here as a skeletal form

of system. She focuses on the challenge of recognizing the boundaries of a migration system,

noting that without them one ends up with a global system, which does not get us very far.3
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She notes that the existence of a flow of migrants between locations is a necessary condition

for the existence of a system but stresses that it is not sufficient (Zlotnik 1992: 19). However,

when it comes to the five principles that she proposes for identifying a migration system,

they are concerned with the scale and duration of the flows between states and their pol-

itical and economic relations. She argues that if accurate data were available, one could

simply identify systems by examining the changing bilateral flows of migrants between all

countries: ‘Countries in a given geographical region would give rise to a single migration

system if they had similar patterns of migration linkages, comparable levels of develop-

ment, and a high degree of cultural affinity’ (Zlotnik 1992: 20). She uses these principles to

identify migration systems in the Americas and Western Europe, by highlighting the im-

portance of flows centred on particular countries (USA/Canada, Argentina, Brazil,

Venezuela in the Americas; ‘continental Europe’, UK and Scandinavia in Europe). What

emerges is a rather static picture with little sense of the operation of feedback, let alone the

agency of migrants. In a recent paper, DeWaard et al. used advances in the estimation

of data on flows and stocks of international migration to identify systems on the basis

of thresholds of movements drawing on Zlotnik’s formulation (DeWaard, Kim and

Raymer 2009).

The trouble with this approach is that the system becomes little more than a summary of

flows. This sort of system tends to be described by reference to particular geographical

areas: for example, the North American, the European, the South-East Asian migration

system. It offers no explanatory power: it merely says that a system exists but says nothing

about how it develops (de Haas 2010). If the scale and regularity of the exchanges becomes

the marker of the system, we know little about its internal workings; in particular, we lose

sight of feedback, which is the defining feature in Mabogunje’s conception.

Other migration scholars examine the operation of feedback within migration systems in

much more detail—perhaps this can be described as a feedback form. In particular, Massey’s

concept of cumulative causation (Massey 1990) has offered an explanation of how migra-

tion systems become established. However, the primary driver for cumulative causation—

the feedback mechanism of choice—is almost invariably the migrant network. As a result,

there is some elision between the migration system and the migrant network to the extent

that the former is identified with the latter. As de Haas (2010) has argued, this is only a

partial account as it neglects both other internal or ‘endogenous’ feedback mechanisms that

are not related to social networks and also more extended (or ‘contextual’) feedback in

which migration at one time changes the broader environment for subsequent migration.

Faist suggests a more refined notion of cumulative causation that appears to address

some of de Haas’s objections, in particular acknowledging the potential negative role of

feedback dampening down the operation of migration systems. Faist (2004: 345) reserves

the term cumulative causation for causal relationships between factors that can be shown to

have a spiralling effect mutually reinforcing each other. This demands that one must

examine both how social networks, for example, may increase (or reduce) migration and

how migration also strengthens (or weakens) these social networks. He also argues that one

must take account of all the factors that influence each other, whether directly or indirectly.

This requires a much more explicit discussion of the feedback mechanisms at work within

the system. What this still lacks is any clear theory of how this cumulative causation starts

up. This notion of feedback rests on the rather vague concept of the threshold beyond
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which movements become self-sustaining. However, we cannot tell for any migration flow

when that threshold might be reached, or indeed whether it ever will be (de Haas 2010).

In this range of forms of migration systems discussed so far, we see the focus shifting to

different elements of Mabogunje’s definition—from the environment and boundaries

to the inner workings. Before moving on to discuss why systems approaches have

proved so beguiling for migration researchers, we should take note of yet another form

that approaches the concept of systems from a rather different angle. This abstract systems

form analyses the migration system as a network of places exchanging populations, which

can then be subject to formal network analysis. It is important to note that here the system

is identified with a migration network (a set of places connected by migration flows) as

opposed to migrant networks (the sets of migrants within the system making transnational

flows of resources).4 Nogle employs this approach to examine the development over time of

ties between 12 EU member states (nodes) and the influence of external (macro) factors on

their international migration flows (Nogle 1994: 330).

This discussion has only drawn on studies where migration systems in some form are a

substantive part of the theoretical framework adopted. The term ‘migration system’

appears in a much broader swathe of the literature than has been touched upon here.

However, in many cases it seems to serve little purpose beyond offering a convenient

metaphor to illustrate migration processes. The migration system is mentioned briefly

and then makes no further clear contribution to the analysis.

In summary, this section has argued that migration systems as they are used in the

migration literature seem to be either a thin conception with little theoretical meat, or a

rather incomplete idea leaving many gaping conceptual holes. The question is what can be

gained by beefing up these systems or filling the holes? What are the advances in general

social theory on systems that might enhance our understanding of migration systems and

develop a more ‘useful’ concept? Before addressing this, it is useful first to reflect on the

enduring attraction of the concept of the system for migration scholars which permeates

most of these different ‘forms’ outlined above. Why has the idea of the migration system

become so compelling for migration scholars over the years? Three reasons can be readily

identified.

First, simply by describing a system, the approach immediately draws attention to its

constituent parts. There have been recurrent complaints about the focus of research on

areas where migrants settle with too little attention paid to their areas of origin. Not only

does this skew research towards the causes and consequences of migration only in the

destination areas, but more fundamentally, such research introduces a scientific bias

when it only includes those who migrate. The systems approach demands the analysis of

both origin and destination areas.

Second, the systems approach looks at the dynamic links between contexts of both

destination and origin areas and migration decisions and flows. It is therefore not satisfied

with simplistic push�pull models of migration that look only at the conditions on both

sides. It is hard to deny that there are factors which may encourage people to leave one area,

and potential pull factors which attract them to another—so these push�pull analyses

cannot be completely written off. However, a systems approach demands more, as it also

asks about intervening factors (such as migration institutions or policies) and the ways in

which experiences of migration in one period may shape the conditions for future
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movements. It gives the operation of feedback a central place in the analysis of changing

migration patterns.

Third, not only does the systems approach look at the dynamic relationships between

origin and destination, but it also draws attention to the relationships between different

levels of social analysis. The collective behaviour of individual migrants in moving and

transferring remittances and information may serve to facilitate further migration and also

build up more meso- or macro-level entities (perhaps we should call them structures) that

help shape the conditions for subsequent migration. The systems approach tantalizes with

the promise of tying together the action of individual migrants and the changes in the wider

systems. For the most part, this promise has not yet been realized.

Although the concept of the migration system appears to break away from the stultifying

restrictions (and pessimism) of structuralist approaches and to reintroduce the possibility

of human agency while recognizing structural conditions driving migration, the mechan-

ism by which agency is made manifest is never made clear. In most systems accounts,

migrants tend to be identified as undifferentiated actors whose aggregate action delivers

change—but there is little room for recognizing their agency here. Migrants become an

element in the system subjected to its vagaries. If anything, the adoption of systems

approaches was a step back for the recognition of migrants’ agency. It could be argued

that this is precisely the strength of the systems approach, as it takes us beyond the indi-

vidualist accounts of neoclassical rational choice models. However, this gain is soon

negated if we are left with determinism. What is required is a better understanding of

how the agency of social actors shapes the system: what is the place of individuals’

agency in the development of migration systems? The importance of this question is

made clear when we think about the origins of a migration system. This is premised on

the exercise of the agency of the ‘pioneer’ migrants who get the whole thing started

(Bakewell, de Haas and Kubal 2012).

3. Systems in social theory

While migration scholars have muddled along with the somewhat amorphous set of ideas

about migration systems outlined above, the concept of the social system largely fell out of

favour among many more general social theorists. By the turn of the century, academic

work on social systems had come to be dominated by Luhmann’s constructivist approach

(Luhmann 1995), but in recent years there has been a resurgence of academic publications

that have broken this monopoly and started a vigorous new debate (Elder-Vass 2007b;

Pickel 2007; Wan 2011b). This section briefly sketches out these shifts starting with the

isomorphisms of general systems theory, then the conservative approach of the functional-

ists, the virtual systems proposed by Luhmann and the more recent focus on mechanisms

associated with critical realists. What follows is not a comprehensive account of such a

broad and complex body of literature; that would go far beyond the scope of this article. Its

aim is simply to provide sufficient general theoretical background before turning back to

the analysis of migration and exploring how these advances can be applied in that field.

The early approaches to systems theory in the 1950s attempted to integrate the

approaches of the natural and social sciences. The understanding and interpretation of a
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‘system’ as a complex of interacting elements was often used in analogy to a biological

organism with the stress on wholeness, summation, mechanization and centralization

(Bertalanffy 1950: 146�151). Bertalanffy argued that it was possible to identify isomorph-

isms in the patterns of behaviour of various phenomena in completely different fields, such

as biology, mechanics, demography and economics. He laid out the broad principles of

general systems theory as a contribution to the development of a new formal ‘logico-

mathematical discipline’ which applies to ‘any system of a certain type irrespective of the

particular properties of the system or the elements involved’ (Bertalanffy 1950: 138). This

was the inspiration for the work of Mabogunje, who used the general laws of ‘open systems’

to support his assertion that the state of a migration system was dependent on its internal

processes (feedback) rather than its initial conditions.

The broad idea of applying principles from the physical sciences to the social world is

clearly echoed in the work of Parsons.5 Writing in the same era as Bertalanffy, he attempted

to integrate all the social sciences into an overarching theoretical framework that could be

applied to every society and historical epoch and address every aspect of human social

organization and culture. He examined the relationship between the whole of a social

system (the society, a group) and its parts (areas of activity, individual members of a

group). In The Social System, Parsons (1951) argued that human societies can be analysed

as systems whose parts can be understood only in terms of the whole. The crucial feature of

the social system, as in biological organisms, is its self-equilibrating properties which enable

it to achieve homeostasis (maintaining a stable state). Four functional imperatives must

be solved in order to continue existence—adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and

pattern maintenance.

By focusing on the system’s role in maintaining equilibrium, Parsons introduced a rather

strong, conservative strand to systems theory and ensured that it was identified with struc-

tural functionalism. The rise of this school of thought was largely reversed by attacks: first,

from structuralists who challenged its conservative assumptions and the absence of any

theory of social change; and then from constructivists, who argued against the reification of

social structure. As a result, systems theory, on which Mabogunje based his migration

systems approach, came to be largely discredited by many social theorists due to its

being irredeemably tainted by its association with structural functionalism and the whiff

of metaphysics.

While many abandoned systems theory, in the 1980s Luhmann set out to rebuild it on

constructivist foundations. Like his predecessors, his theory was based on a concept

developed in the natural sciences: autopoiesis or self-reproduction. Originating in the bio-

logical sciences, this was a way of describing how cells in a living organism interact to

reproduce the different cells to sustain the organism; as long as this process continues, the

organism has life. Luhmann adapted this concept to social sciences by suggesting that

autopoiesis can be seen at work whenever the elements of a system are reproduced by

elements of that system. Departing from the biological concept which proposed that the

elements are relatively stable, for Luhmann the elements in the social system have no

substantive existence outside the system. On the one hand, they exist only momentarily

and must be constantly reproduced through autopoiesis, where their instantiation depends

on the ‘constellation of elements’ that exist in that moment (Luhmann 1995: 49). On the

other hand, system elements have no existence except in as far as they are reproducing the
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system: ‘the element is produced as a result of being used’ (Luhmann 1995: 65–66). The

analysis of the system is thus concerned with understanding the variety of causal factors and

social contexts that produce elements, rather than investigation of the elements themselves

(Seidl 2004: 6�7).

This ontological stance brings Luhmann to argue that the basic element in his theory of

social systems is communication. In his autopoietic systems, there is no place for persons or

actions—the basic elements proposed by earlier systems theorists—because this would be

incompatible with his ‘de-ontologized’ elements. As a result, he replaces ‘the traditional

difference between whole and part with that between system and environment’ (Luhmann

1995: 6�7). This conceptualization of social systems suggests that they have a virtual

quality that makes them very hard to grasp or apply to everyday social settings. In particu-

lar, there is little evidence that it has been adopted by scholars for the study of migration

(Halfmann 2005). Nonetheless, Luhmann’s approach represented a significant departure

for contemporary social systems theory and helped mark its break with functionalism.

In recent years, Luhmann’s domination of social systems theory has been challenged by a

growing number of social theorists, in particular realists, who reject his rather abstract and

virtual notion of the system (Bunge 2004; Elder-Vass 2007b; Pickel 2007; Walby 2007; Wan

2011b). Their main charge is that by disregarding the distinction between the elements and

the whole system, Luhmann ends up with holism (Wan 2011a: 40). Ironically, despite his

constructivist ontology, Luhmann’s systems appear to take on an existence beyond the

reach of human agency and hence he slips back into reification of the system. People are

either observers of the system or subject to it (sometimes as its victims). This tendency to

depersonalize and thereby depoliticize social systems renders them devoid of agency.

While acknowledging the importance of communication in determining the nature of

the social system, this communication can only exist between other elements, in particular

people, and, for Luhmann’s realist critics, their absence is lamentable: ‘A humanless

[menschenlose] theory of social systems is completely inappropriate if not reprehensible

regarding possible socio-technological consequences’ (Bunge and Mahner 2004 cited in

Wan 2011b: 354).

Rather than responding by abandoning system theory, these authors all refer to the need

to rehabilitate it. Walby notes that even when system theory was being explicitly rejected

many of its basic ideas were smuggled back in with notions such as ‘social relations’,

‘networks’ and other concepts which are concerned with social structures that are not

reducible to individuals (Walby 2007: 455). This echoes the experience in migration studies

which has struggled to break the system habit, as noted above. For some authors this

reworking of the theory must entail new terminology; for example, Bunge’s disillusionment

with way the term ‘system theory’ has been used in the past leads him to use the term

‘systemic approach’ in its place (Bunge 2004: 191). However, this seems likely to introduce

confusion and it is not adopted here.

While rejecting many aspects of Luhmann’s systems theory, Elder-Vass acknowledges

that his application of autopoiesis to the social world makes a valuable contribution to the

analysis of how systems can evolve and change (Elder-Vass 2007b: 420), something lacking

in the conservative approach of the functionalists. Mingers draws attention to the parallels

between Luhmann’s explicit evocation of autopoiesis in his system theory and its use by the

realist Bhaskar and by Giddens (Mingers 2002, 2004).
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Among scholars calling for a decisive break with earlier systems theory, there are many

differences and points of heated debate. However, there is sufficient common ground to

suggest an overall direction for this relaunched systems theory (Pickel 2007: 394). First, as

noted above, there is a shift towards a realist ontology. A major concern among proponents

of new systems theories is to resist the claims of methodological individualists that any

explanation of social phenomena can be expressed in terms of the outcome of individuals’

actions. For realists, the new systems theory must find a path between this individualism

and the holism of earlier systems theory, including that of Luhmann.

The response is to argue that ‘any system has characteristics that are the result of its

structure and environment (emergent properties), which is why we can speak of a system as

a separate entity in the first place’ (Pickel 2007: 400). The emergence of distinctive proper-

ties of collective entities that cannot be reduced to their constituent parts is fundamental to

realist system theory (Elder-Vass 2010; Sawyer 2005; Wan 2011a). Crucially, these emergent

properties can include causal powers (Sawyer 2003). Where causality lies remains an area of

much debate. For example, Wan argues that ‘supra-individual’ or social entities can possess

emergent causal powers that are derived from the structured circumstances of agency of the

individuals that make them up, the ‘we-mode thinking and acting’ (citing Tuomela 2007)

where members of a group act in particular roles for the group (Wan 2011a: 130�8).

However, causal powers may also be ascribed to impersonal social entities in the sense

that they can be cited as causes of action (if not purposively driving it); for example, a

demographic imbalance may significantly reduce the chances of finding a spouse without

migration. Jepperson and Meyer (2011) take this further to recognize causal influences at

the individual, socio-organizational and institutional level.

This points us towards another distinctive characteristic of this realist social system

theory: a concern to understand the inner workings of the system—its mechanisms, elabo-

rated in most detail by Bunge (2004; see also Aus 2007; Elder-Vass 2010; Gross 2009;

Hedström and Ylikoski 2010; Little 2007; Sawyer 2003). Mechanism-based explanations

propose causal pathways by which the phenomenon X may result in outcome Y. Such

mechanisms are likely to be abstract and not directly observable, but once hypothesized we

can look for evidence of their operation (Bunge 2004; Gerring 2008; Mahoney 2001).

In order to take seriously the questions of emergence, causality and causal mechanisms,

the new systems theory needs also to take account of the agency of the social actors within

the system. After all, it is the absence of agency that is one of the main charges against earlier

systems theories. Again, this remains an area of great debate among the realists (Archer

1982, 1995; Elder-Vass 2007a,c; Mingers 2004; Stones 2001). Summarizing these debates is

beyond the scope of this paper (for further discussion see Bakewell 2010). Suffice it to say

that any relaunched formulation of system theory must include a clearly articulated notion

of agency that allows the social scientist to surmise how systems develop, reproduce them-

selves and dissolve.

4. A new definition of migration systems

Keeping in mind these current debates on broader social systems, we now return to the

narrower theme of migration systems. This section proposes a refined notion of the
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migration system which takes advantage of these theoretical advances in order to address

the critiques of the earlier versions that are outlined above. After elaborating a definition of

this relaunched conception of migration systems, it shows how this approach takes par-

ticular account of the new thinking on causality, emergence and agency.

For all its faults, Mabogunje’s formulation offers a good starting point for a definition, as

he clearly distinguishes between the system elements, their attributes and relationships.

This can be adapted to provide a more abstract idea of the system as follows. A migration

system is defined by:

(1) a set of interacting elements—including flows of people, ideas and goods, institutions

in the sense of discourses and associated practices (e.g. ‘culture of migration’,

smuggling, inequality), and strategies as in plans for action by particular actors

(e.g. individual and household strategies; policies of governments, private businesses,

and civil society organizations)—which relate to the migration between localities;

and

(2) the dynamics governing the way in which the elements (flows, institutions and

strategies) change in relation to changes in both these system elements (feedback

mechanisms) and in the wider environment.

Given that this notion of the migration system is concerned with movement between

particular places, it may be appropriate to further distinguish these three types of elements

by the locations with which they may be mainly associated. Using this approach, Table 1

provides a limited set of some plausible elements for a migration system. Many more could

be added, and a different form of categorization could be used, but this serves to provide an

illustration for the discussion.

Of course, it is possible to see ways in which some of these elements are themselves

products of the system—such as migration policy. They may be the outcome of relations

between other system elements or shaped by feedback mechanisms within the system.

Nonetheless, when one comes to analysing a system at any given time, elements such as

these will be perceived as real social entities that can cause change. This is not to claim that

such elements are fundamental, in the sense of fundamental particles that resist reduction

in physics. It seems likely that attempting to reach more fundamental elements would

require such a level of abstraction as to make the notion of a migration system unusable.

Hence, it is better to start by adopting a parsimonious approach to listing system elements

and break them down only as required.

When it comes to dynamics, the initial focus should be on feedback mechanisms, whereby

migration induces changes in other elements of the system, which in turn induce changes to

future migration patterns. By including this broad range of elements, the analysis of feedback

in this system must certainly reach beyond a focus on remittances and migrant networks and

it allows the consideration of changes in the labour market or transnational identities induced

by migration. However, following Faist’s (2004) comments on cumulative causation dis-

cussed above, it is only considered to be feedback in the system where there is some possible

reciprocal causal relationship: for example where migration at one time changes the labour

market, resulting in different demand for migrant labour in future years.
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If the term feedback is reserved for the analysis of changes within the system, the other

aspect of the system dynamics is then concerned with the relationship between system elem-

ents and the wider environment. Indeed, making this distinction between the two forms of

dynamics makes it possible to define the boundaries of the system more clearly. Establishing

these boundaries is a critical issue for any definition of a system: what is part of the system and

what is part of the wider environment? Mabogunje took the environment to be all objects

which both change and are changed by the behaviour of the system. This is problematic as the

elements within the system will change and be changed by the behaviour of the system.

Instead, in this new formulation, the wider environment refers to those objects or factors

for which feedback mechanisms cannot be (plausibly) identified. Establishing these system

boundaries will be the subject of much debate, but it may be possible to identify some likely

environmental factors, such as rainfall, disease, political conflict, technology, or even the

ongoing global economic crisis. These may affect the movement of people or their strategies;

likewise, the movement of people may affect them. However, it is unlikely that we can

establish a feedback mechanism as we can with system elements.

Hence, in order to define the system dynamics, it necessary to specify both the

(internal) feedback mechanisms and relationships between changes in the system elem-

ents and the environment. Of course these multilayered system dynamics may operate

in non-linear, potentially chaotic ways; they serve not to regulate the system—main-

taining its equilibrium—but rather change both its composition (continually blurring

the system/environment boundary) and its dynamism (Walby 2007). For example, the

securitization of migration since 2001 shows how what may once have been seen as a

factor external to any migration system between West Africa and Europe is now incor-

porated within it.

This specification of feedback and the environment is one of the fundamental changes

that sharply distinguish this new definition of a migration system from what has gone

before. In contrast to Mabogunje’s system, which envisaged an ‘identifiable geographical

structure that persists across space and time’ (Mabogunje 1970: 12), here the stability is to

be found primarily in the dynamics, where the same (or isomorphic) relationships between

different elements persist over time. In other words, we are interested in identifying rules of

the game that govern the emergence of new elements in the system, rather than just

the flows between places. In addition, this understanding of feedback is not concerned

with regulation of the system and reaching equilibrium; instead it examines the dynamic

reproduction and change in system elements, even allowing for its dissipation.

Applying this definition of a migration system in any particular context requires a close

examination of the causal mechanisms at play. The process of identifying the system elements,

the environment and system dynamics means interrogating each part’s place in the schema.

To present a stylized example, if we think of a Mediterranean migration system, taking in

movements between North Africa and Europe, the economic crisis (part of the wider envir-

onment) has generated increased levels of general unemployment and resulted in pressure to

tighten immigration policy. It is important to think very carefully how such changes may play

into the system. If North African migrants are employed in a particular segment of the labour

market (as seen with Moroccan agricultural workers in the Algarve), the response of the

system will depend on how that sector is affected. As conditions change in Europe, what is the

mechanism by which this may affect the decisions of people in North Africa to migrate? Is it a
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question of information flow through social networks, increased journey costs as visa regimes

are strengthened, the collapse of employment agencies, and so forth?

Adopting this new migration systems approach brings such questions to the centre stage

rather than being satisfied too easily with the ‘first order’ feedback. It therefore helps to

address de Haas’s (2010) complaint about earlier system theory. Indeed, it is these

dynamics that define the system. It is important to note that if there is a subsequent decline

in migration flows that can be (at least part) causally related to the earlier flows of migrants,

this should not be taken as evidence of system decline; rather it may be simply system

dynamics at work. Of course, if the visa regime (for instance) changes to the extent that

nobody is allowed to move any more, this is likely to result in system collapse.

Having established that this new definition of migration systems offers a central role to

causal mechanisms, two critical tests remain: how does it take account of emergence and

the agency of social actors. In earlier migration systems literature, the question of emer-

gence of a migration system has hardly been addressed except by scant reference to the

pioneer migrants who set things in motion and the threshold beyond which movement

becomes self-sustaining and migration flows increase. However, as shown in the discussion

above, the existence of a migration system cannot be determined by virtue of substantial

migration flows between localities alone. From an emergentist perspective, there also needs

to be evidence of system dynamics at play, operating at a level that cannot be simply

reduced to individuals. This might refer to the establishment of new institutions such as

migrants’ associations, changing norms of migration perhaps increasing social pressures on

people to emigrate, or the creation of an ‘ethnic business’ niche in the destination area

increasing the demand for new migrants. These will all become emergent elements in the

evolving migration system and together they contribute in turn to the emergence of the

system. While one may identify the role of individuals in creating such elements, what

emerges, and the causal power it exerts on subsequent migration, cannot be readily ex-

plained by recourse to the analysis of individuals. For example, a formally constituted

migrant association may in time develop its own policies and practices that are rather

divorced from those of its individual members.

By focusing on the emergence of elements and analysing their causal power, rather than

looking at the rather vague idea of the migration threshold, this account of migration

systems leaves room for the agency of social actors in shaping both the emergent (struc-

tural) properties and subsequent development of the system. Drawing on the work of

Emirbayer and Mische (1998), who helpfully differentiate between agency oriented to

the past (iterative), present (practical-evaluative) and future (iterative), it is possible to

develop hypotheses about the conditions under which the movement of individuals may

give rise to the emergence of a migration system. Those migrants for whom iterative agency

predominates may be more likely to try to re-establish familiar patterns and routines in the

country of destination and show a greater tendency to encourage relatives to join them.

Those whose migration is associated with more projective agency may look to create a new

life in the destination. As a result they may be more inclined to resist such ties to the

homeland and may even discourage further migration from their network (for a fuller

discussion see Bakewell, de Haas and Kubal 2012; Morawska 2011).

Therefore, in contrast to earlier conceptualizations of migration systems, the new form

proposed here fits well with a much more sophisticated analysis of agency and entails a close
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examination of the emergent properties of the system and the causal mechanism that drive it.

No doubt there are many further enhancements that could be made, but, but it is presented in

this article as a starting point for further debate and testing through empirical enquiry.

5. Conclusion

This article has outlined the different ways in which systems approaches have been invoked

by migration scholars over the last 40 years. In this same period, more general social system

theory has been widely rejected and then rehabilitated in a new flurry of systemism, led by

researchers coming from a (critical) realist perspective. As a result system theory has been

reworked with a particular focus on emergence, causal mechanisms and the exercise

of agency. Incorporating these developments into the analysis of migration has resulted

in the reformulation of migration system theory that is presented above.

There are many aspects of these relaunched migration systems that have not been

discussed here. In particular, what are the implications for empirical research? How do

we research and articulate the causal mechanisms that govern the system dynamics? As

Bunge (2004) notes, these mechanisms may be unobservable (as gravity or mass are

unobservable) but once hypothesized we can look for evidence of their operation.

Addressing such questions lies beyond the scope of this paper and will need to be taken

up in future research.

An immediate tangible benefit introduced by adopting a ‘systems approach’ is that it

forces the researchers to consider both origin and destination contexts and the relationship

between them. It throws up many valuable insights that help to explain changing migration

patterns. Some may object that this can be achieved without drawing on systems theories.

However, the patterning of migration which emerges over time in many case studies sug-

gests that there is some social entity that appears to exert causal power over the future

behaviour of individuals. These emergent patterns may be all the more clear in migration

compared to other types of social action because migration can be so readily mapped. We

may resist the terminology of the system as something too closely tied to Luhmann or

Parsons, but as this article argues, the recent work from realist perspectives suggests that the

notion can be usefully redeemed. The next task is to prove this by moving beyond

the abstract discussion presented in this article and tying it to empirical observations of

migration systems emerging and shaping social action in the ‘real world’.
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Notes

1. It is important to note that this refers only to their use of the concept of the ‘system’.

Of course, authors such as Portes and Böröcz (1989) have plenty to say about the

migrants as social actors elsewhere.

2. Mabogunje is only classed here as a migration scholar as a result of his one paper on

migration systems; the majority of his work has been on urban planning rather than

migration.

3. Zlotnik claims the challenge is reduced for internal migration as discussed by

Mabogunje, as she argues that his system includes all the internal migration within a

country, so the boundaries are simply the border. However, he is concerned with

internal migration between particular localities rather than all internal migration, so

he faces the same boundary problems.

4. I am grateful to Valentin Danchev for drawing my attention to this distinction.

5. Of course, Parsons was not the only social scientist working on systems at this time

(for example, see Lockwood 1956, 1964; Buckley 1967), but it is his work that that has

become established as the reference point for discussion of social systems (for example,

see ‘social system’ in Scott and Marshall 2009, or ‘systems theory’ in Calhoun 2002).
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Halfmann, J. (2005) ‘World Society and Migrations: Challenges to Theoretical Concepts of

Political Sociology’, in Bommes, M. and Morawska, E. T. (eds), International Migration

Research: Constructions, Omissions and the Promises of Interdisciplinarity, pp. 129–54.

Aldershot: Ashgate.

Hedström, P. and Ylikoski, P. (2010) ‘Causal Mechanisms in the Social Sciences’, Annual

Review of Sociology, 36: 49–67.

Hoffmann-Nowotny, H. J. (1981) ‘A Sociological Approach Toward a General Theory of

Migration’, in Kritz, M. M., Keely, C. B. and Tomasi, S. M. (eds), Global Trends in

316 � O. BAKEWELL

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/m

igration/article/2/3/300/941580 by guest on 25 M
ay 2023



Migration: Theory and Research on International Population Movements, pp. 64–83. New

York: Centre for Migration Studies.

Jepperson, R. and Meyer, J. W. (2011) ‘Multiple Levels of Analysis and the Limitations of

Methodological Individualisms’, Sociological Theory, 29: 54–73.

Kritz, M. M., Lim, L. L. and Zlotnik, H. (eds) (1992) International Migration Systems: A

Global Approach. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Little, D. (2007) ‘Levels of the Social’, in Turner, S. P. and Risjord, M. W. (eds), Philosophy

of Anthropology and Sociology, pp. 343–72. Amsterdam/Oxford: Elsevier.

Lockwood, D. (1956) ‘Some Remarks on “The Social System” ’, The British Journal of

Sociology, 7: 134–46.

—— (1964) ‘Social Integration and System Integration’, in Zollschan, G. K. and Hirsch,

W. (eds), Explorations in Social Change, pp. 370–83. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Luhmann, N. (1995) Social Systems. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Mabogunje, A. L. (1970) ‘Systems Approach to a Theory of Rural�Urban Migration’,

Geographical Analysis, 2: 1–18.

Mahoney, J. (2001) ‘Beyond Correlational Analysis: Recent Innovations in Theory and

Method’, Sociological Forum, 16: 575–93.

Mangalam, J. J. and Schwarzweller, H. K. (1970) ‘Some Theoretical Guidelines toward a

Sociology of Migration’, International Migration Review, 4: 5–21.

Massey, D. S. (1990) ‘Social Structure, Household Strategies, and the Cumulative

Causation of Migration’, Population Index, 56: 3–26.

—— et al. (1998) ‘International Studies in Demography’, Worlds in Motion: Understanding

International Migration at the End of the Millennium. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Mingers, J. (2002) ‘Can Social Systems be Autopoietic? Assessing Luhmann’s Social

Theory’, The Sociological Review, 50: 278–99.

—— (2004) ‘Can Social Systems be Autopoietic? Bhaskar’s and Giddens’ Social Theories’,

Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 34: 403–27.

Morawska, E. T. (2011) A Sociology of Immigration: (Re)Making Multifaceted America.

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Nogle, J. M. (1994) ‘The Systems Approach to International Migration: An Application of

Network Analysis’, International Migration, 32: 329–37.

Parsons, T. (1951) The Social System. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Pickel, A. (2007) ‘Rethinking Systems Theory’, Philosophy of the Social Sciences, 37:

391–407.
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