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Introduction 
 

Welcome to MGS813: Migrants, Transnationalism, Refugees and 

Diaspora, an advanced course designed to deepen your understanding of 

contemporary migration dynamics in an increasingly interconnected 

world. Migration is no longer simply about the movement of people from 

one location to another; it is a complex, multidimensional process shaped 

by historical forces, economic inequalities, political systems, cultural 

exchanges, and technological advancements. 

 

In the 21st century, migration has become one of the most significant 

global phenomena influencing development, identity, and governance. 

People move for various reasons: economic opportunities, education, 

environmental pressures, political instability, and conflict. At the same 

time, migration produces new social realities such as diasporic 

communities, transnational identities, and global labour markets. 

This course focuses on four key pillars: 

 

• Migrants and migration systems  

• Transnationalism and cross-border linkages  

• Refugees and forced displacement  

• Diaspora and development  

Unlike traditional migration studies that view migration as a one-way 

process, this course introduces you to contemporary perspectives that 

emphasise circular migration, multiple identities, and ongoing 

connections across borders. Migrants today often live in more than one 

social world simultaneously, maintaining ties with their home countries 

while integrating into host societies. The course also critically examines 

global institutions and governance structures that regulate migration and 

protect vulnerable populations. It engages with real-world issues such as 

irregular migration, refugee crises, climate-induced displacement, and 

diaspora contributions to national development. 

 

Particular attention is given to Africa and Nigeria, where migration plays 

a crucial role in socio-economic transformation. The increasing trend of 

youth migration, popularly referred to as “japa,” highlights the urgency 

of understanding migration beyond simplistic explanations. 

As you progress through this course, you will be encouraged to think 

critically about key questions: 

• Why do people migrate?  

• Who benefits from migration?  

• How do global inequalities shape mobility?  

• What responsibilities do states have toward migrants and refugees?  

• How do diasporas influence development and identity?  
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This course is not only academic; it is practical and policy-relevant. It 

equips you with the analytical tools necessary to engage in research, 

policymaking, and informed debate on migration issues. 

 

Course Aim and Objectives 
 

This course aims to provide learners with a comprehensive and critical 

understanding of migrants, transnationalism, refugees, and diaspora 

within global and African contexts, while equipping them with analytical 

skills to examine migration as a complex social, economic, and political 

phenomenon. 

 

Objectives 
 

By the end of this course, you should be able to: 

1. Explain the fundamental concepts of migration, transnationalism, 

refugees, and diaspora  

2. Analyse historical and contemporary patterns of human migration  

3. Examine major theoretical frameworks in migration studies  

4. Critically evaluate the causes and consequences of forced 

displacement  

5. Assess international refugee protection systems and legal 

frameworks  

6. Analyse the role of diasporas in economic, social, and political 

development  

7. Examine transnational practices and their implications for identity 

and belonging  

8. Evaluate migration governance, policies, and global institutions  

9. Apply migration theories to real-world case studies, particularly in 

Nigeria and Africa  

10. Develop critical thinking and research skills in migration studies  

 

Working Through This Course 
 

To complete this course, you are expected to adopt a systematic and 

disciplined approach to your studies. The course is structured into 

modules and units, each building upon the previous one to ensure a 

progressive understanding of key concepts. 

You should: 

• Carefully read each unit and understand the key concepts before 

moving forward  

• Pay attention to examples and case studies, especially those 

relating to Nigeria and Africa  

• Attempt all Self-Assessment Exercises (SAEs) to test your 

understanding  
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• Complete all Tutor-Marked Assignments (TMAs) as they 

contribute to your final grade  

• Participate in discussions and tutorials where available  

• Use recommended readings to deepen your understanding  

It is important to approach this course analytically rather than memorising 

facts. Migration is a dynamic and evolving field, and you are expected to 

interpret, critique, and apply knowledge rather than recall it. You should 

also relate theoretical concepts to real-world issues, such as: 

• Labour migration  

• Refugee crises  

• Diaspora engagement  

• Climate migration  

• Migration policies in Nigeria  

 

Study Units 
 

The course is divided into four (4) modules, each addressing a major 

dimension of migration studies. 

 

Module 1 Foundations: Migration, Displacement and  

  Transnationalism 

 

Unit 1  Histories of Human Migration and Displacement 

Unit 2  Theoretical Frameworks in Migration Studies 

Unit 3  Transnationalism: Concepts, Debates and Frameworks 

Unit 4  Defining Diaspora: From Concept to Lived Experience 

 

Module 2  Identity, Culture and Belonging in Diaspora 

 

Unit 1  Culture, Language, and Diasporic Identity Formation 

Unit 2  Religion, Spirituality and Community Cohesion 

Unit 3  Gender, Sexuality and Migration Experiences 

Unit 4   Intersectionality, Race and Belonging 

 

Module 3  Refugees, Forced Migration and Integration 

 

Unit 1  Causes and Typologies of Forced Migration 

Unit 2  Social and Psychological Impacts of Forced Displacement 

Unit  3 Integration Challenges and Host Society Dynamics 

Unit  4 Children, Youth and Unaccompanied Minors in  

  Displacement 

 

Module 4 Policy, Activism and Transnational Development 

 

Unit 1  Social Networks, Diaspora Organisations  

and Political Activism 
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Unit 2  Remittances, Economic Development and Globalisation 

Unit 3  Refugee Resettlement, Social Cohesion and Transnational  

  Policy 

 

 

 

Self-Assessment Exercises (SAEs) 
 

Each unit contains Self-Assessment Exercises designed to help you 

evaluate your understanding of the material. 

These exercises include: 

• Multiple-choice questions  

• Short answer questions  

• Reflective analytical tasks  

SAEs are essential for reinforcing learning and preparing for both TMAs 

and final examinations. You are strongly encouraged to attempt all 

exercises before proceeding to the next unit. 

 

Tutor-Marked Assignments (TMAs) 
 

Tutor-Marked Assignments are a critical component of your assessment 

and account for 30% of your total grade. 

Purpose of TMAs 

• To assess your understanding of the course material  

• To develop analytical and writing skills  

• To encourage the application of theory to real-world issues  

Guidelines 

• Attempt all assignments using the NOUN TMA portal  

• Provide clear, well-structured answers  

• Use relevant examples and case studies  

• Avoid plagiarism  

• Submit assignments before deadlines  

TMAs require critical thinking and should demonstrate your ability to 

analyse migration issues rather than describe them. 

 

Final Examination and Grading 
 

The final examination accounts for 70% of your total score. 

Assessment Structure 

Component Weight 

TMAs 30% 

Final Exam 70% 

Total 100% 
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The examination will test your understanding of: 

• Key concepts  

• Theoretical frameworks  

• Case studies  

• Application of knowledge  

Preparation Tips 

• Review all modules thoroughly  

• Focus on key theories and concepts  

• Practice answering essay questions  

• Understand real-world applications  

 

How To Get the Most from This Course 
 

In Open and Distance Learning (ODL), study units replace university 

lecturers. This is one of the great advantages of ODL. You can read and 

work through specially designed study materials at your own pace, and at 

a time and place that suits you best. Think of it as reading the lecturer. In 

the same way that the lecturer might set you some reading to do, the study 

units tell you when to read your other materials. Just as a lecturer might 

give you an in-class exercise, your study units provide exercises for you 

to do at the appropriate points. Each study unit follows a common format. 

The first item introduces the subject matter of the study unit and explains 

how it is integrated with the other study units and the course. Next is a set 

of learning objectives. These objectives let you know what you should be 

able to do by the time you have completed the study unit. You should use 

these objectives to guide your study. When you have finished the study 

unit, you must go back and check whether you have achieved the 

objectives. If you make a habit of doing this, you will significantly 

improve your chances of passing the course. 
 

Course Summary 

 

MGS813 provides a comprehensive and critical exploration of migration 

in its contemporary forms, focusing on migrants, transnationalism, 

refugees, and diaspora. 

Throughout this course, you have been introduced to: 

• The historical evolution of migration  

• Theoretical frameworks explaining migration  

• The concept of transnationalism and its implications  

• The realities of forced displacement and refugee protection  

• The role of diasporas in development  

• Migration governance and emerging global challenges  

You should now understand that migration is not merely a movement of 

people but a complex process shaped by: 

• Economic inequalities  

• Political structures  
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• Social networks  

• Historical legacies  

• Globalisation  

 

Importantly, migration is both an opportunity and a challenge. It 

contributes to development through remittances, knowledge transfer, and 

cultural exchange, but it also raises concerns about inequality, 

exploitation, and governance. 

 

As a student of migration studies, you are expected to: 

• Think critically about migration issues  

• Apply theoretical knowledge to real-world situations  

• Contribute to informed debates and policy discussions  

Migration will continue to shape the future of societies across the world. 

By completing this course, you are equipped to understand and engage 

with one of the most important global issues of our time. 

“Migration is not just about movement: it is about people, power, identity, 

and the future of global society.” 
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Unit 1   Histories of Human Migration and Displacement 
 
Unit 1  Histories of Human Migration and Displacement 
Unit 2  Theoretical Frameworks in Migration Studies 
Unit 3  Transnationalism: Concepts, Debates and Frameworks 
Unit 4  Defining Diaspora: From Concept to Lived Experience 
 
 
Unit Structure 
 
1.1  Introduction 
1.2  Learning Outcomes 
1.3  Migration in the Pre-Colonial Era 

1.3.1 Early Human Migration: The Foundations of Mobility 
1.3.2 Pre-Colonial Migration in Africa and Beyond 
1.3.3 Drivers of Pre-Colonial Migration 

1.4  Migration During the Colonial Era 
1.4.1 The Rise of Forced Migration: The Transatlantic Slave 
Trade 
1.4.2 Other Forms of Forced and Semi-Forced Migration 
1.4.3 Colonial Labour Migration Systems 
1.4.4 The Role of Colonial Borders in Shaping Migration 
1.4.5 Colonialism and the Institutionalisation of Migration  
         Control 
1.4.6 Long-Term Consequences of Colonial Migration Systems 

1.5  Post-Colonial and Contemporary Migration 
1.5.1 Post-Colonial Migration Patterns 
1.5.2 Contemporary Drivers of Migration 
1.5.3 Irregular Migration and Migration Governance 
1.5.4 The Role of Diasporas in Contemporary Migration 
1.5.5 Continuities and Changes from the Colonial Era 

1.6  Voluntary Migration and Forced Displacement: A Continuum of 
Human Mobility 

1.7  Summary 
1.8  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
1.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

 
1.1  Introduction 

 
Migration is a fundamental aspect of human existence. From the earliest 
movements of Homo sapiens across continents to the complex global 
migration systems of the 21st century, the movement of people has 
shaped societies, economies, cultures, and political systems. 
Understanding migration historically is essential because contemporary 
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migration patterns cannot be fully explained without reference to their 
historical roots. 
 
In this unit, you are invited to take a journey through time to examine 
how migration has evolved across three major historical phases: the pre-
colonial, colonial, and post-colonial periods. Each of these periods is 
characterised by distinct migration patterns, drivers, and consequences. 
Importantly, you will also explore the interplay between voluntary 
migration and forced displacement, and how power, inequality, and 
global systems have influenced human mobility. 
 
As a learner, you should approach this unit not merely as a collection of 
historical facts but as a critical inquiry into how migration reflects 
broader social transformations. For instance, why did migration become 
more coercive during the colonial era? How did colonial structures 
shape present-day migration routes? And in what ways do historical 
injustices continue to influence migration experiences today? 
 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to connect past and present 
migration trends, identify key drivers across different periods, and 
critically assess the long-term implications of historical migration 
systems. 
 
 

1.2  Learning Outcomes 
 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• trace the major historical patterns and waves of voluntary and 

forced migration from the pre-colonial era to the present 
• distinguish between structural, political, and environmental 

drivers of displacement across different historical periods 
• critically evaluate how colonial histories have shaped 

contemporary migration trajectories 
• differentiate clearly between voluntary migration and forced 

displacement using historical examples 
• analyse migration as a dynamic process shaped by economic 

systems, political power, and environmental change.  
 

 
1.3  Migration in the Pre-Colonial Era 

 
To understand modern migration, we must begin with its earliest forms. 
Pre-colonial migration provides the foundation upon which later 
migration systems were built. During this period, migration was largely 
embedded in social, economic, and environmental realities rather than 
imposed by centralised state systems. 
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1.3.1 Early Human Migration: The Foundations of Mobility 
 
Human migration dates back over 100,000 years, when early humans 
began moving out of Africa to other parts of the world. This movement, 
often referred to as the “Out of Africa” migration, represents the earliest 
large-scale dispersal of human populations (Castles, de Haas, & Miller, 
2020). 
 
These early migrations were gradual and driven by survival needs. 
Humans moved in search of food resources, favourable climatic 
conditions and safer environments. At this stage, migration was neither 
permanent nor rigid. Groups moved cyclically, often returning to 
previously occupied areas depending on seasonal conditions. This type 
of mobility is sometimes described as nomadic or semi-nomadic 
migration. 
 
It is important to note that migration during this period contributed 
significantly to: 
 
• The spread of human populations across continents  
• Genetic diversity  
• Cultural adaptation to different environments  
 
From a broader perspective, migration was not seen as an exceptional 
event—it was a normal and necessary part of life. 
 
1.3.2 Pre-Colonial Migration in Africa and Beyond 
 
Focusing more specifically on Africa, pre-colonial migration patterns 
were diverse and dynamic. African societies were highly mobile, with 
migration occurring for trade, agriculture, pastoralism, and social 
reasons. One prominent example is the Bantu migration, which involved 
the movement of Bantu-speaking peoples across Central, Eastern, and 
Southern Africa over several centuries. This migration significantly 
influenced linguistic, cultural, and technological development across the 
continent (Iliffe, 2007). Similarly, trans-Saharan trade routes facilitated 
the movement of traders, scholars, and artisans between West Africa and 
North Africa. These movements were not only economic but also 
cultural, leading to the spread of Islam, education, and new governance 
systems. 
 
Beyond Africa, similar patterns existed: 
• In Asia, migration was linked to agricultural expansion and 

empire-building  
• In Europe, tribal movements shaped early state formation  
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• In the Americas, indigenous populations migrated in response to 
environmental and social changes  

 
What is evident across these regions is that migration was largely 
voluntary and adaptive, rather than forced or institutionalised. 
 
1.3.3 Drivers of Pre-Colonial Migration 
 
Let us now examine the key drivers of migration during this period. 
Understanding these drivers will help you compare them with those of 
later periods. 
 
1.  Environmental Drivers: Environmental factors played a central 

role in shaping migration. Changes in climate, such as droughts 
or floods, often force communities to relocate in search of better 
living conditions. 

2.  Economic Drivers: Economic activities such as trade, hunting, 
fishing, and agriculture encouraged movement. For example, 
pastoral communities moved seasonally in search of grazing land 
for their livestock. 

3.  Social and Cultural Drivers: Marriage, kinship ties, and cultural 
exchanges also influenced migration. Movement between 
communities often strengthened alliances and facilitated cultural 
diffusion. 

4.  Conflict and Security: Although less institutionalised than in later 
periods, local conflicts sometimes led to displacement. However, 
such movements were typically small-scale and temporary. 

 
A key point to remember is that migration during this period was not 
heavily regulated. There were no strict national borders, and movement 
was relatively free compared to today (Adepoju, 2000). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (1.3) 
1. Describe the key characteristics of early human migration.  
2. Explain the significance of the Bantu migration in African 

history.  
3. Identify and discuss three major drivers of pre-colonial migration.  
4. How did the absence of rigid borders influence migration patterns 

in the pre-colonial era?  
 
1.4  Migration During the Colonial Era 
 
The colonial period represents a fundamental rupture in the history of 
human migration. Unlike the relatively fluid and adaptive movements of 
the pre-colonial era, migration during this period became highly 
structured, coercive, and embedded within global systems of economic 
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exploitation and political domination. As you study this section, it is 
important to think critically about how power shaped mobility. Who had 
the power to move freely? Who was forced to move? And who was 
prevented from moving at all? 
 
1.4.1 The Rise of Forced Migration: The Transatlantic Slave Trade 
 
The transatlantic slave trade remains one of the most significant and 
tragic examples of forced migration in human history. Between the 15th 
and 19th centuries, an estimated 12 to 15 million Africans were forcibly 
removed from their homes and transported across the Atlantic Ocean to 
the Americas (Lovejoy, 2012). This system was not random: it was part 
of a highly organised global economic network involving Europe, 
Africa, and the Americas, often referred to as the triangular trade 
system. 
 
Key Features of the Transatlantic Slave Trade 
1. Involuntary Nature of Migration: Unlike earlier migration 

systems, individuals had no agency. People were captured, sold, 
and transported under brutal conditions.  

2. Commercialisation of Human Beings: Enslaved Africans were 
treated as commodities. Their movement was determined entirely 
by labour demands in plantation economies.  

3. Scale and Systematic Organisation: The slave trade was industrial 
in scale, involving shipping routes, financial systems, and 
institutional backing.  

4. Extreme Human Suffering: The Middle Passage, the journey 
across the Atlantic, was marked by overcrowding, disease, 
starvation, and death.  

 
Impacts on African Societies 
The consequences of the slave trade were profound and long-lasting: 
• Demographic Loss: Millions of young and non-disabled 

individuals were removed, leading to population imbalances.  
• Social Disruption: Families and communities were torn apart.  
• Political Instability: Some African societies became involved in 

raiding for enslaved persons, increasing internal conflict.  
• Economic Distortion: Local economies shifted towards slave 

trading rather than productive development.  
 
Scholars argue that these disruptions contributed to Africa’s long-term 
underdevelopment (Rodney, 1972). 
 
Impacts on the Americas and Europe 
• Economic Growth in Europe: Profits from slavery fueled 

industrialisation.  



MGS813   MIGRANT TRANSNATIONALISM, REFUGEES AND DIASPORA 

 

7 

 

• Plantation Economies in the Americas: Labour-intensive crops 
like sugar, cotton, and tobacco thrived.  

• Creation of the African Diaspora: African cultures, religions, and 
identities spread across the Atlantic world.  

At this point, you should pause and reflect: Can we understand modern 
global inequality without acknowledging the legacy of the slave trade? 
 
1.4.2 Other Forms of Forced and Semi-Forced Migration 
 
While the transatlantic slave trade is the most widely discussed, it was 
not the only form of coerced migration during the colonial period. 
1.  Indentured Labour Migration 

After the abolition of slavery in the 19th century, colonial powers 
turned to indentured labour systems. Workers from India, China, 
and other parts of Asia were recruited to work in plantations in 
the Caribbean, Africa, and Southeast Asia. Although technically 
contractual, these systems often involved deceptive recruitment 
practices, poor working conditions and limited freedom of 
movement. Indentured labour represents a grey area between 
voluntary and forced migration, reinforcing the idea that 
migration exists on a continuum. 

2.  Penal Transportation 
European colonial powers also used migration as a form of 
punishment. Convicts were transported to colonies such as 
Australia, Parts of Africa and the Americas. This form of 
migration was entirely involuntary and served both as 
punishment and as a means of populating colonies. 

3.  Internal Displacement within Colonies 
Colonial policies often forced local populations to relocate within 
their own territories. For example: 

• Land alienation pushed indigenous populations off fertile lands  
• Creation of reserves and segregated zones  
• Forced resettlement for infrastructure projects  

These forms of displacement disrupted traditional livelihoods and 
social systems. 

 
1.4.3 Colonial Labour Migration Systems 
 
Beyond outright forced migration, colonial economies relied heavily on 
controlled labour migration systems. These systems were designed to 
ensure a steady supply of cheap labour for colonial enterprises. 
 
Key Characteristics of Colonial Labour Migration 
1. Economic Motivation: Labour migration was driven by the needs 

of colonial economies, particularly in mining, agriculture and 
infrastructure development. 
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2. State Control and Regulation: Colonial governments introduced 
policies to regulate movement, including pass laws, labour 
permits and contract systems. 

3. Restricted Mobility: Workers often had limited freedom to 
change employers or return home.  

 
Examples from Africa 
In Southern Africa, particularly in South Africa: 
• African men were recruited to work in mines  
• Migrant labour systems separated families for long periods  
• Pass laws restricted movement and enforced racial segregation  
In West Africa: 
• Labour migration supported cash crop economies such as cocoa 

and groundnuts  
• Workers moved seasonally or permanently to plantation zones  
These systems laid the foundation for modern labour migration patterns 
in Africa (Adepoju, 2000). 
 
1.4.4 The Role of Colonial Borders in Shaping Migration 
 
One of the most enduring legacies of colonialism is the creation of 
artificial borders. These borders were often drawn without regard for 
ethnic, cultural, or social realities. 
 
Implications of Colonial Borders 
1. Restriction of Movement: Previously fluid migration patterns 

became regulated and restricted.  
2. Division of Communities: Ethnic groups were split across 

different countries, complicating migration and identity.  
3. Creation of “International Migration”: Movements that were once 

local or regional became classified as international migration.  
This has important implications for contemporary Africa. Many 
migration challenges today, such as cross-border conflicts and irregular 
migration, can be traced back to colonial boundary-making. 
 
1.4.5 Colonialism and the Institutionalisation of Migration Control 
 
Perhaps one of the most important developments during the colonial era 
was the institutionalisation of migration control. Before colonialism, 
movement was largely unregulated; during colonialism, movement 
became bureaucratically controlled. This included identification 
systems, border controls and legal classifications of migrants. These 
systems marked the beginning of modern migration governance. 
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1.4.6 Long-Term Consequences of Colonial Migration Systems 
 
The effects of colonial migration did not end with independence. 
Instead, they continue to shape global migration patterns today. 
1.  Migration Routes and Networks: Many contemporary migration 

routes follow former colonial connections: 
• Africa → Europe  
• India → United Kingdom  
• North Africa → France  
2.  Economic Inequalities: Colonial exploitation contributed to 

uneven development, which remains a key driver of migration. 
3.  Cultural and Linguistic Ties: Shared languages and institutions 

influence migration decisions. 
4.  Diaspora Formation: Large diasporic communities emerged as a 

result of colonial migration systems. 
At this stage, you should begin to see migration not just as movement, 
but as a product of historical power relations. Colonialism transformed 
migration from a largely adaptive human activity into a tool of economic 
exploitation and political control. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (1.4) 
1. Explain the structure and significance of the transatlantic slave 

trade.  
2. Discuss three major impacts of forced migration on African 

societies.  
3. Differentiate between slavery and indentured labour systems.  
4. How did colonial labour systems regulate and control migration?  
5. Examine the role of colonial borders in shaping modern 

migration patterns.  
6. In what ways did colonialism institutionalise migration control?  
7. Critically assess the long-term effects of colonial migration 

systems on contemporary global migration.  
 
1.5  Post-Colonial and Contemporary Migration 
 
Having examined migration in the pre-colonial and colonial periods, we 
now turn to the post-colonial and contemporary era, where migration 
becomes even more complex, multidimensional, and globalised. This 
period is particularly important because it connects historical processes 
to present-day realities. Many of the migration patterns we observe 
today, especially in Africa, cannot be fully understood without 
considering the enduring legacy of colonialism. 
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1.5.1 Post-Colonial Migration Patterns 
 
The post-colonial period, beginning roughly in the mid-20th century 
with the wave of independence across Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean, 
brought significant changes to migration systems. However, 
independence did not eliminate migration; it transformed it. 
1.  Rural-to-Urban Migration 

One of the most prominent trends in the post-colonial period is 
internal migration, particularly from rural to urban areas. This 
was driven by: Search for employment opportunities, Expansion 
of urban economies, Decline in agricultural viability. In countries 
like Nigeria, cities such as Lagos, Abuja, and Port Harcourt 
became major migration destinations. This form of migration led 
to rapid urbanisation, growth of informal settlements, and 
pressure on infrastructure and services  

2.  Migration to Former Colonial Powers 
Another significant pattern is the movement of people from 
former colonies to their former colonisers. Examples include: 

• Nigerians, Ghanaians → United Kingdom  
• Algerians, Senegalese → France  
• Indians, Pakistanis → Britain  

Shared language, educational systems and historical ties 
facilitated these migration flows. In some cases, colonial subjects 
were initially granted easier access to metropolitan countries, 
though this later became  restricted (Castles et al., 2020). 

3.  Labour Migration within Regions 
Post-colonial Africa also experienced strong intra-African 
migration. Examples include: 

• West African migration under ECOWAS free movement  
• Migration to South Africa’s mining and industrial sectors  
• Seasonal agricultural migration  
 

This highlights an important point: not all migration from Africa 
is directed toward Europe or the West. 

4.  Refugee and Conflict-Induced Migration 
The post-colonial era has also been marked by political 
instability, leading to significant displacement. Examples include 
civil wars, ethnic conflicts and military coups. These have 
generated large refugee populations within Africa and beyond 
(UNHCR, 2022). 
 

1.5.2  Contemporary Drivers of Migration 
 
A complex interplay of factors shapes migration in the 21st century. 
Unlike earlier periods, where one dominant driver might explain 
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migration, today’s migration is multi-causal. Let us examine these 
drivers more closely. 
1.  Economic Drivers 

Economic inequality remains one of the most powerful drivers of 
migration. People move in search of better employment 
opportunities, higher wages, and improved living standards. The 
global economic system creates disparities between regions, 
encouraging migration from less developed to more developed 
areas (de Haas, 2021). 

2.  Political Drivers 
Political instability continues to force people to migrate. These 
include: War and armed conflict, persecution and human rights 
violations, and weak governance. Such migrants are often 
classified as refugees or asylum seekers. 

3.  Environmental Drivers (Climate Migration) 
An increasingly important factor is environmental change. Issues 
such as desertification (especially in Northern Nigeria and the 
Sahel), flooding, and rising sea levels are forcing people to 
relocate. This has led to the emergence of the concept of climate 
migrants, although it remains debated in international law. 
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4.  Social and Educational Drivers 
Migration is also influenced by: access to education, family 
reunification, and social mobility aspirations. For example, many 
Nigerian students migrate abroad for higher education and may 
choose to remain after completing their studies. 

5.  Globalisation and Technology 
Globalisation has transformed migration in several ways: Easier 
access to information, faster transportation, and global labour 
markets. Social media and digital networks now play a crucial 
role in shaping migration decisions. 

 
1.5.3  Irregular Migration and Migration Governance 
 
One of the defining features of contemporary migration is the rise of 
irregular (undocumented) migration. 
 
What is Irregular Migration? 
Irregular migration refers to movement that occurs outside official legal 
frameworks. This may include entering a country without authorisation, 
overstaying visas, or using informal migration routes.  
Why Does Irregular Migration Occur? 
• Strict immigration policies  
• Limited legal migration pathways  
• Economic desperation  
• Influence of smuggling networks  
For many migrants, irregular migration is not a choice but a necessity. 
 
Migration Governance 
Governments and international organisations attempt to regulate 
migration through immigration laws, border control systems, and 
international agreements. However, migration governance often reflects 
unequal power relations between countries. 
 
1.5.4 The Role of Diasporas in Contemporary Migration 
 
Migration does not end when people move; it creates diasporas, which 
play a significant role in global development. 
 
What is a Diaspora? 
A diaspora refers to a population that has spread beyond its homeland 
but maintains connections to it. 
 
Functions of Diasporas 
1. Economic Contributions  
o Remittances sent back home  
o Investment in local economies  
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2. Cultural Exchange  
o Spread of language, food, and traditions  
3. Political Influence  
o Advocacy and transnational political engagement  
Nigeria, for example, has one of the largest and most influential 
diasporas in the world. 
 
1.5.5 Continuities and Changes from the Colonial Era 
 
It is important to identify both continuity and change in migration 
patterns. 
Continuities 
• Migration routes shaped by colonial ties  
• Economic inequalities are driving the movement  
• Labour migration systems  
Changes 
• Increased regulation and border control  
• Greater diversity of migration drivers  
• Emergence of new forms, such as climate migration  
• Role of technology and globalisation  
 
At this point, you should recognise that migration today is not simply a 
matter of individual choice. Historical legacies, global inequalities and 
political structures shape it. Migration is both a personal decision and a 
structural phenomenon. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (1.5) 
1. Identify and explain four major patterns of post-colonial 

migration.  
2. Discuss the main drivers of contemporary migration.  
3. What is irregular migration, and why does it occur?  
4. Examine the role of diasporas in development.  
5. Compare migration in the colonial and post-colonial periods.  
6. How has globalisation influenced migration?  
7. To what extent do historical factors shape contemporary 

migration?  
 

1.6  Voluntary Migration and Forced Displacement: A 
Continuum of Human Mobility 

 
At this stage of the unit, it is important to move beyond descriptive 
accounts of migration and engage with one of the most fundamental 
conceptual distinctions in migration studies: the difference between 
voluntary migration and forced displacement. While this distinction 
appears straightforward at first glance, closer examination reveals that it 
is far more complex and, in many cases, deeply contested. 
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Traditionally, migration has been classified into two broad categories. 
On the one hand, voluntary migration refers to the movement of 
individuals who choose to relocate, often in pursuit of better economic 
opportunities, education, or improved quality of life. On the other hand, 
forced displacement refers to situations in which individuals are 
compelled to move due to factors beyond their control, such as armed 
conflict, persecution, environmental disasters, or development-induced 
displacement. 
 
However, as you reflect critically on this distinction, you should begin 
to question its simplicity. Is migration ever entirely voluntary? Can we 
truly separate choice from constraint in a world characterised by 
inequality, poverty, and political instability? 
 
To address these questions, contemporary migration scholars argue that 
migration should be understood not as a binary (voluntary vs forced), 
but as existing along a continuum of compulsion and choice (Castles, de 
Haas, & Miller, 2020). This perspective acknowledges that a 
combination of structural pressures and individual agency influences 
most migration decisions. 
 
Consider, for instance, a young graduate in Nigeria who decides to 
migrate to Europe in search of employment. At first glance, this appears 
to be a voluntary decision. Yet, when examined more closely, this 
decision may be shaped by limited job opportunities, economic 
instability, or systemic inequalities within the home country. In this 
sense, the “choice” to migrate is constrained by structural conditions. 
Such migrants are sometimes described as “involuntary voluntary 
migrants”, highlighting the blurred boundaries between choice and 
necessity. 
 
Similarly, individuals displaced by environmental factors, such as 
desertification in the Sahel region or flooding in coastal areas, may not 
be fleeing direct violence, yet their movement is far from voluntary. 
Environmental degradation reduces livelihood opportunities, forcing 
people to relocate even in the absence of immediate physical danger (de 
Haas, 2021). This has led to growing scholarly interest in the category of 
environmentally induced displacement, although its legal recognition 
remains limited. 
 
From a legal perspective, the distinction between voluntary and forced 
migration is more rigid. International law, particularly the 1951 Refugee 
Convention, defines refugees as individuals who are forced to flee their 
countries due to a well-founded fear of persecution based on race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or 
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political opinion (UNHCR, 2022). This definition provides important 
protection mechanisms, but also excludes many migrants who 
experience severe hardship but do not meet the strict legal criteria. 
 
This gap between legal definitions and lived realities raises important 
ethical and policy questions. For example, should individuals fleeing 
extreme poverty or climate change be afforded the same protections as 
refugees? And how do governments decide who is “deserving” of 
protection and who is not? 
 
Another important dimension to consider is the role of power and 
inequality in shaping migration experiences. Historically, as you have 
seen in the colonial era, certain groups were forcibly displaced for 
economic exploitation, while others benefited from the freedom to move 
and accumulate wealth. In the contemporary world, similar patterns 
persist. Highly skilled professionals often enjoy relatively free mobility 
across borders, while low-skilled migrants face restrictive immigration 
policies and are more vulnerable to exploitation. 
 
This unequal distribution of mobility has led scholars to describe 
migration as a stratified system, where access to movement is shaped by 
factors such as nationality, class, education, and legal status (Castles et 
al., 2020). In this context, the distinction between voluntary and forced 
migration becomes even more complicated, as structural inequalities 
limit the range of choices available to different groups. 
 
It is also important to recognise that migration is not a one-time event 
but a process that unfolds over time. Migrants may begin their journey 
voluntarily, but encounter conditions that transform their experience into 
one of coercion. For example, migrants who rely on smuggling networks 
may initially choose to migrate but later find themselves trapped in 
situations of exploitation or human trafficking. In such cases, the line 
between voluntary migration and forced displacement becomes 
increasingly blurred. 
 
Furthermore, state policies play a crucial role in shaping migration 
dynamics. Restrictive immigration laws can create conditions under 
which migrants are forced to take dangerous and irregular routes. In this 
sense, policies intended to control migration may inadvertently 
contribute to forms of forced mobility. This highlights the importance of 
viewing migration not only as an individual decision but also as a 
politically mediated process. 
 
From a theoretical standpoint, the continuum approach to migration 
aligns with broader sociological perspectives that emphasise the 
interaction between structure and agency. While individuals exercise 
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agency in making migration decisions, their choices are always 
embedded within structural contexts, economic systems, political 
institutions, and social norms that both enable and constrain action. 
 
As a student of migration studies, you are encouraged to adopt this 
nuanced perspective. Rather than categorising migrants rigidly, consider 
the multiple factors influencing their decisions and experiences. Ask 
yourself: 
• What constraints shaped this migration decision?  
• What alternatives were available?  
• How do power and inequality influence mobility?  
In conclusion, the distinction between voluntary migration and forced 
displacement remains a useful analytical tool, but it must be applied 
with caution. The reality of migration is far more complex than this 
binary suggests. By understanding migration as a continuum, you gain a 
deeper appreciation of the structural forces, historical legacies, and 
human experiences that shape movement across the globe. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (1.6) 
1. Differentiate between voluntary migration and forced 

displacement using both conceptual and real-world examples.  
2. Explain the concept of the migration continuum.  
3. Why is it difficult to clearly separate voluntary and forced 

migration in practice?  
4. Discuss the limitations of the legal definition of a refugee.  
5. How do power and inequality shape migration experiences?  
6. In what ways can migration shift from voluntary to forced over 

time?  
7. Critically assess the relevance of the voluntary–forced migration 

distinction in contemporary migration studies.  
 

 
1.7  Summary 

 
This unit has examined the historical evolution of human migration from 
the pre-colonial period to the contemporary era. It established that 
migration is a continuous and dynamic process shaped by environmental 
conditions, economic needs, political forces, and social relationships. In 
the pre-colonial era, migration was largely voluntary, adaptive, and 
fluid, with minimal restrictions on movement. However, the colonial 
period marked a significant shift, introducing large-scale forced 
migration, rigid controls, and exploitative labour systems that reshaped 
global mobility. In the post-colonial and contemporary period, migration 
has become more complex, driven by globalisation, inequality, conflict, 
and environmental change. Importantly, the unit emphasised that the 
distinction between voluntary migration and forced displacement is not 
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always clear-cut but exists along a continuum influenced by structural 
constraints and individual agency. 
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1.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 

Answers to 1.3 
1. Early human migration was characterised by mobility driven by 

survival needs such as food, water, and favourable environmental 
conditions. It was largely nomadic and cyclical.  

2. The Bantu migration was significant because it led to the spread 
of language, agriculture, iron technology, and cultural practices 
across much of sub-Saharan Africa.  

3. Major drivers include environmental factors (climate change), 
economic activities (trade and agriculture), and social factors 
(kinship and marriage).  
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4. The absence of rigid borders allowed free and flexible movement, 
enabling communities to migrate without legal or political 
restrictions.  

Answers to 1.4 
1. The transatlantic slave trade was a system of forced migration 

involving the large-scale transportation of Africans to the 
Americas for labour, forming part of a triangular trade network.  

2. It led to demographic loss, social disintegration, political 
instability, and long-term economic underdevelopment in Africa.  

3. Slavery involved total coercion and ownership of individuals, 
while indentured labour involved contractual agreements, though 
often exploitative and restrictive.  

4. Colonial labour systems regulated migration through pass laws, 
contracts, and administrative controls that limited freedom of 
movement.  

5. Colonial borders restricted movement, divided ethnic groups, and 
transformed local mobility into international migration.  

6. Colonialism introduced formal systems such as border controls, 
identification, and migration laws.  

7. These systems shaped modern migration routes, economic 
inequalities, and diaspora formations.  

Answers to 1.5 
1. Major patterns include rural-urban migration, migration to former 

colonial powers, intra-regional migration, and refugee 
movements.  

2. Drivers include economic inequality, political instability, 
environmental change, education, and globalisation.  

3. Irregular migration refers to movement outside legal frameworks, 
often due to limited legal options and economic pressures.  

4. Diasporas contribute through remittances, cultural exchange, and 
political engagement.  

5. Colonial migration was more coercive and controlled, while post-
colonial migration is more diverse but still influenced by 
historical ties.  

6. Globalisation has increased connectivity, access to information, 
and labour mobility.  

7. Historical inequalities and colonial legacies strongly shape 
contemporary migration.  

Answers to 1.6 
1. Voluntary migration involves choice, while forced displacement 

involves compulsion due to threats such as conflict or disasters.  
2. The migration continuum suggests that migration exists between 

pure choice and total compulsion.  
3. Because structural constraints like poverty and inequality limit 

true freedom of choice.  
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4. The refugee definition is limited because it excludes economic 
and environmental migrants.  

5. Power and inequality determine who can move freely and who 
faces restrictions.  

6. Migration can become forced due to exploitation, trafficking, or 
changing conditions during the journey.  
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Unit 2   Theoretical Frameworks in Migration Studies 
 
Unit Structure 
 
2.1  Introduction 
2.2  Learning Outcomes 
2.3  Classical Theories of Migration 

2.3.1 Push–Pull Theory 
2.3.2 Neoclassical Economic Theory 

2.4  Structural and Global Theories 
2.4.1 World-Systems Theory 
2.4.2 Dual Labour Market Theory 

2.5  Contemporary Theories of Migration 
2.5.1 Network Theory 
2.5.2 New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) 

2.6  Integrating Theoretical Perspectives 
2.7  Summary 
2.8  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
2.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 
 

2.1  Introduction 
 
Migration, as you have begun to appreciate, is far more than the physical 
relocation of individuals across borders. It is a deeply embedded social 
process that reflects the interplay of economic necessity, political 
structures, historical trajectories, cultural affiliations, and human 
aspirations. At its core, migration raises enduring questions: Why do 
people move? Why do they move where they do? Why do some stay 
while others leave? These questions are not merely descriptive; they 
demand analytical interpretation. 
 
To provide answers, scholars across sociology, economics, geography, 
political science, and anthropology have developed theoretical 
frameworks that seek to explain migration patterns. These frameworks 
are not mutually exclusive; rather, they represent different ways of 
understanding a complex phenomenon. Some theories emphasise 
rational decision-making and economic incentives, others foreground 
global inequalities and structural forces, while more recent perspectives 
highlight social networks, institutions, and transnational linkages. 
 
As a student engaging with this unit, you should approach these theories 
not as rigid truths but as analytical tools. Each theory illuminates certain 
dimensions of migration while leaving others unexplained. Your task is 
to understand their assumptions, evaluate their strengths and limitations, 
and apply them critically to real-world scenarios. 
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In the Nigerian context, migration is a highly visible and dynamic 
phenomenon—from rural–urban migration within the country to 
international migration toward Europe, North America, and the Middle 
East. Concepts such as “japa”  (a colloquial term for emigration) reflect 
both the urgency and the normalisation of migration in contemporary 
Nigerian society. These lived realities make it all the more important for 
you to ground theoretical knowledge in empirical observation. 
 
This unit, therefore, takes you on a structured journey—from classical 
theories rooted in economic reasoning to structural perspectives 
emphasising global systems, and finally to contemporary approaches 
that recognise the role of social relationships and collective strategies. 
As you progress, you are encouraged to pause, reflect, and question: 
Which theory best explains the migration patterns I observe? Where do 
these theories fall short? 
 
 

2.2  Learning Outcomes 
 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• examine and compare major theoretical perspectives on 

migration, including push–pull, neoclassical, world-systems, and 
network theories 

• critically assess the strengths and limitations of classical versus 
contemporary migration theories 

• apply migration theories to analyse real-world case studies, 
particularly within Nigeria and Africa 

• demonstrate the ability to synthesise multiple theoretical 
perspectives in explaining migration phenomena 

• develop a critical understanding of how migration theories evolve 
in response to changing global realities.  

 
 

2.3  Classical Theories of Migration 
 
To begin our exploration, it is important to situate ourselves within the 
intellectual origins of migration studies. Classical theories emerged at a 
time when scholars sought to impose order and predictability on human 
movement. These theories tend to emphasise economic motivations and 
individual rationality, reflecting broader trends in early social science 
thinking. 
 
While contemporary scholars often critique these theories for their 
simplicity, they remain foundational. Indeed, many modern frameworks 
build upon or react against these early formulations. 
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2.3.1 Push–Pull Theory 
 
Let us begin with one of the most enduring frameworks in migration 
studies—the push–pull theory. At first glance, this theory appears 
almost self-evident: people leave places where conditions are 
unfavourable and move toward places where conditions are more 
attractive. Yet, beneath this simplicity lies a powerful organising 
principle. According to Lee (1966), migration is influenced by four key 
elements: factors associated with the area of origin, factors associated 
with the area of destination, intervening obstacles, and personal factors. 
The first two are commonly described as push and pull factors. 
 
Push factors represent the negative conditions that compel individuals to 
leave their place of origin. In the Nigerian context, such factors may 
include high unemployment rates, insecurity in certain regions, poor 
infrastructure, and limited access to quality education and healthcare. 
For many young Nigerians, the inability to secure meaningful 
employment after graduation becomes a decisive push factor.  
 
Pull factors, on the other hand, are the perceived advantages of a 
destination. These include higher wages, better living standards, political 
stability, and access to opportunities. The attraction of countries such as 
Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States is often framed in 
these terms. 
 
However, Lee’s formulation goes beyond this binary. He introduces the 
concept of intervening obstacles, which complicate the migration 
process. These obstacles may include visa restrictions, financial costs, 
language barriers, and even emotional attachments to home. Thus, 
migration is not simply a reaction to push and pull forces; constraints 
and individual perceptions mediate it. 
 
Despite its utility, the push–pull model has been criticised for its 
descriptive nature. It tells us what factors are involved, but not 
necessarily how they interact or why they affect individuals differently. 
For instance, why do some Nigerians remain in the country despite 
facing the same economic challenges that drive others to leave? The 
theory offers limited insight into such variations. 
 
Furthermore, the push–pull framework tends to overlook structural 
inequalities at the global level. It treats migration as a series of 
individual decisions rather than as part of a broader system shaped by 
historical and economic forces. 
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Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. Identify at least three push and three pull factors influencing 

migration among Nigerian youths today.  
2. How do intervening obstacles affect migration decisions? Provide 

practical examples.  
3. In what ways does the push–pull theory fail to explain differences 

in migration behaviour among individuals facing similar 
conditions?  

 
2.3.2 Neoclassical Economic Theory 
 
Building upon the logic of push–pull dynamics, neoclassical economic 
theory offers a more formalised explanation of migration. It is grounded 
in the assumption that individuals are rational actors who seek to 
maximise their economic well-being (Todaro, 1969). From a 
macroeconomic perspective, migration is driven by differences in labour 
supply and demand across regions. Countries with abundant labour and 
low wages tend to experience emigration, while those with labour 
shortages and higher wages attract migrants. This creates a flow of 
labour from low-income to high-income regions. 
 
At the microeconomic level, the theory focuses on individual decision-
making. Potential migrants evaluate the expected benefits of moving, 
such as higher wages, against the costs, which may include 
transportation expenses, psychological stress, and the risk of failure. 
Migration occurs when the expected net benefit is positive. In the 
Nigerian context, this framework helps explain the migration of skilled 
professionals, such as doctors, engineers, and IT specialists, to countries 
where their skills are better rewarded. The phenomenon often described 
as brain drain can be interpreted through this lens. 
 
However, the assumptions underlying neoclassical theory warrant 
critical scrutiny. The idea that individuals possess perfect information 
and make purely rational decisions is highly problematic. Incomplete 
information, emotional considerations, and social pressures often 
influence migration decisions. Moreover, this theory tends to reduce 
migration to economic variables, neglecting cultural, political, and social 
dimensions. It also struggles to explain why migration persists even 
when wage differentials narrow or when risks increase. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. How does neoclassical economic theory conceptualise the 

migrant as a decision-maker?  
2. What are the limitations of assuming rationality in migration 

decisions?  
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3. How does this theory explain the phenomenon of brain drain in 
Nigeria?  
 

2.4  Structural and Global Theories 
 
Having examined theories that prioritise individual decision-making, we 
now turn to perspectives that shift the focus toward structural forces. 
These theories challenge the notion that migration can be fully 
understood at the level of individual choice. 
 
2.4.1 World-Systems Theory 
 
World-systems theory represents a significant departure from classical 
approaches. Developed by Wallerstein (1974), it situates migration 
within the broader context of global capitalism. According to this 
perspective, the world is divided into core, semi-peripheral, and 
peripheral regions, each occupying a distinct position within the global 
economic system. Core countries, characterised by advanced industrial 
economies, dominate global production and trade. Peripheral countries, 
by contrast, are often dependent on the export of raw materials and 
labour. This unequal relationship is not accidental; it is the result of 
historical processes, including colonialism and the expansion of 
capitalism. 
 
Migration, in this framework, is a consequence of these structural 
inequalities. When capitalist expansion penetrates peripheral regions, it 
disrupts traditional economic systems, displacing workers and creating 
conditions conducive to migration. At the same time, economic and 
cultural linkages between former colonies and colonial powers facilitate 
migration flows. Nigeria’s historical relationship with the United 
Kingdom provides a clear illustration. Colonial rule established 
linguistic, educational, and institutional connections that continue to 
influence migration patterns. Thus, migration from Nigeria to the UK 
cannot be fully understood without reference to this historical context. 
World-systems theory is particularly powerful in explaining large-scale, 
long-term migration patterns. However, it has been criticised for its 
deterministic nature. By emphasising structural forces, it risks 
downplaying individual agency and the diversity of migration 
experiences. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. Explain how world-systems theory links migration to global 

capitalism.  
2. How does colonial history shape contemporary migration 

patterns?  
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3. What are the limitations of viewing migration solely through a 
structural lens? 
  

2.4.2 Dual Labour Market Theory 
 
While world-systems theory focuses on global structures, dual labour 
market theory directs attention to the internal dynamics of developed 
economies. Piore (1979) argues that migration is driven by the demand 
for labour in advanced industrial societies. According to this theory, 
labour markets in developed countries are divided into two segments. 
The primary sector consists of stable, well-paying jobs with 
opportunities for advancement, while the secondary sector comprises 
low-wage, insecure, and often undesirable jobs. 
 
Native workers tend to avoid jobs in the secondary sector due to low 
status and poor working conditions. Migrants, however, are willing to 
fill these roles, often viewing them as temporary steps toward better 
opportunities. This framework helps explain why migration persists 
even in the absence of significant push factors. It shifts the analytical 
focus from the conditions in sending countries to the labour demands of 
receiving countries. In practice, many African migrants in Europe and 
the Middle East are employed in sectors such as construction, 
agriculture, and domestic work. These roles are essential to the 
functioning of these economies, yet they are often undervalued. Despite 
its strengths, dual labour market theory has limitations. It tends to 
overlook the motivations and agency of migrants, focusing instead on 
structural demand. It also provides limited insight into migration 
between developing countries. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What are the key features of the primary and secondary labour 

markets?  
2. Why are migrants more likely to occupy jobs in the secondary 

sector?  
3. How does this theory differ from those that emphasise push 

factors?  
 

2.5  Contemporary Theories of Migration 
 
As migration patterns became more complex, scholars began to develop 
theories that account for social relationships, institutions, and collective 
strategies. 
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2.5.1 Network Theory 
 
Network theory marks a significant shift in migration studies by 
emphasising the role of social connections. According to Massey et al. 
(1993), migration networks consist of interpersonal ties that link 
migrants, former migrants, and non-migrants. These networks facilitate 
migration by providing information, financial support, and practical 
assistance. They reduce the costs and risks associated with migration, 
making it more accessible to a wider range of individuals. In the 
Nigerian context, diaspora communities play a crucial role in sustaining 
migration flows. A migrant who successfully settles abroad often 
becomes a resource for others, creating a chain of migration that extends 
over time. One of the key insights of network theory is that migration 
can become self-perpetuating. Once established, migration flows tend to 
continue even if the original push and pull factors change. However, this 
raises an important question: how do migration networks begin? 
Network theory is more effective at explaining the continuation of 
migration than its initial occurrence. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What are migration networks, and how do they function?  
2. How do networks reduce the costs and risks of migration?  
3. Why is network theory more effective in explaining ongoing 

migration than initial migration?  
 
2.5.2 New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) 
 
The New Economics of Labour Migration represents another important 
development. Rather than focusing on individuals, this theory views 
migration as a household strategy (Stark & Bloom, 1985). 
 
In many developing countries, markets for credit, insurance, and 
employment are imperfect or absent. Migration becomes a way for 
households to overcome these constraints. By sending one member 
abroad, families can diversify their sources of income and reduce 
economic risk. 
 
Remittances play a central role in this framework. Money sent home by 
migrants supports household consumption, education, healthcare, and 
investment. In Nigeria, remittances constitute a significant source of 
foreign exchange and contribute to economic stability. 
 
This theory provides a more nuanced understanding of migration 
decisions, recognising that they are often collective rather than 
individual. However, it may overemphasise family cohesion and 
overlook conflicts within households. 
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Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How does NELM redefine the unit of analysis in migration 

studies?  
2. Why are remittances important in this framework?  
3. What are the limitations of assuming that households act 

collectively?  
 
2.6  Integrating Theoretical Perspectives 
 
At this point, you should recognise that any single theory cannot fully 
explain migration. Each framework highlights certain aspects while 
neglecting others. Classical theories emphasise economic rationality, 
structural theories focus on global inequalities, and contemporary 
approaches highlight social and collective dimensions. 
 
A comprehensive understanding of migration requires an integrative 
approach. For instance, the decision of a Nigerian graduate to migrate 
may be influenced by economic incentives (neoclassical theory), shaped 
by global inequalities (world-systems theory), facilitated by diaspora 
connections (network theory), and supported by family strategies 
(NELM). 
 

 
 

  2.7  Summary 
 
This unit has provided a comprehensive exploration of the major 
theoretical frameworks in migration studies. You have examined 
classical theories that emphasise individual decision-making, structural 
perspectives that highlight global inequalities, and contemporary 
approaches that incorporate social networks and household strategies. 
Most importantly, you should now appreciate the complexity of 
migration as a social phenomenon. Rather than relying on a single 
explanatory model, effective analysis requires a critical and integrative 
approach. 
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2.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 
2.3.1 Push–Pull Theory 
1. Push and Pull Factors in Nigerian Youth Migration: Push 

factors commonly include high unemployment, insecurity (e.g., 
insurgency or banditry), poor infrastructure, and limited access to 
quality education and healthcare. Pull factors include better 
employment opportunities abroad, higher wages, improved living 
standards, access to advanced education, and political stability in 
destination countries.  

2. Effect of Intervening Obstacles: Intervening obstacles such as 
visa restrictions, financial constraints, language barriers, and 
immigration policies can delay, redirect, or completely prevent 
migration. For example, a Nigerian graduate may desire to 
migrate to Canada but may be constrained by high application 
costs or strict immigration requirements.  

3. Limitations of Push–Pull Theory: The theory does not 
adequately explain why individuals facing similar conditions 
make different migration decisions. Personal preferences, risk 
tolerance, access to information, and social ties all influence 
outcomes, which the theory underemphasizes.  

2.3.2 Neoclassical Economic Theory 
1. Conceptualisation of the Migrant: Migrants are viewed as 

rational actors who weigh the expected benefits (e.g., higher 
income) against the costs (e.g., travel, psychological adjustment). 
Migration occurs when perceived benefits outweigh costs.  

2. Limitations of the Rationality Assumption: In reality, migrants 
often act under uncertainty, incomplete information, and 
emotional pressures. Decisions may also be influenced by 
cultural expectations or peer influence rather than strict economic 
logic.  

3. Explanation of Brain Drain in Nigeria: The theory explains 
brain drain as a result of wage differentials and better career 
opportunities abroad. Skilled professionals migrate to maximise 
their earning potential and improve their quality of life.  
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2.4.1 World-Systems Theory 
1. Migration and Global Capitalism: Migration is seen as a 

product of global economic inequalities created by capitalism. 
Peripheral countries supply labour to core countries due to 
economic disruptions and dependency.  

2. Impact of Colonial History:  Colonial ties (e.g., language, 
education systems, and governance structures) create enduring 
connections that shape migration patterns. For instance, Nigeria’s 
colonial relationship with the UK facilitates migration flows.  

3. Limitations of Structural Perspective: The theory may 
overemphasise structural forces and underplay individual agency, 
ignoring how personal choices and micro-level factors influence 
migration decisions.  

2.4.2 Dual Labour Market Theory 
1. Primary vs Secondary Labour Markets: The primary sector 

offers stable, well-paid jobs with career prospects, while the 
secondary sector consists of low-paying, unstable, and less 
desirable jobs.  

2. Migrants in the Secondary Sector: Migrants are more likely to 
accept secondary sector jobs due to limited alternatives, 
temporary migration goals, or a lack of recognition of their 
qualifications.  

3. Difference from Push-Factor Theories: Unlike push-based 
theories, this approach emphasises labour demand in destination 
countries rather than conditions in origin countries.  

2.5.1 Network Theory 
1. Definition and Function of Migration Networks: Migration 

networks are social connections linking migrants and non-
migrants. They provide information, financial support, and 
logistical assistance.  

2. Reduction of Costs and Risks: Networks help migrants secure 
accommodation, employment, and guidance, thereby lowering 
uncertainty and financial burden.  

3. Limitation in Explaining Initial Migration: While effective in 
explaining sustained migration, the theory does not adequately 
account for how migration flows begin in the absence of pre-
existing networks.  

2.5.2 New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) 
1. Redefinition of Unit of Analysis: Migration decisions are made 

at the household level rather than by individuals alone, to 
improve collective welfare.  

2. Importance of Remittances: Remittances support household 
consumption, education, healthcare, and investment, and serve as 
a risk diversification strategy.  
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3. Limitations of Household Assumptions: The theory assumes 
cooperation within households, but in reality, conflicts of interest, 
unequal power relations, and differing priorities may exist. 
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Unit 3  Transnationalism – Concepts, Debates and  
Frameworks 

 
Unit Structure 
 
3.1  Introduction 
3.2  Learning Outcomes 
3.3  Conceptual Foundations of Transnationalism 

3.3.1 From Assimilation to Transnationalism 
3.3.2 Defining Transnational Practices 

3.4  Dimensions of Transnationalism 
3.4.1 Economic Transnationalism 
3.4.2 Social and Cultural Transnationalism 
3.4.3 Political Transnationalism 

3.5  Debates in Transnationalism 
3.5.1 Is Transnationalism a New Phenomenon? 
3.5.2 Limitations of Transnationalism 

3.6  Integrating Transnationalism into Migration Theory 
3.7  Summary 
3.8  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
3.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

 
3.1  Introduction 

 
As migration studies evolved, scholars began to recognise that 
traditional frameworks, particularly those rooted in assimilation and 
integration, were increasingly insufficient for explaining the lived 
realities of migrants in a globalising world. Earlier theories tended to 
assume that migrants would gradually sever ties with their countries of 
origin and become fully absorbed into host societies. However, 
empirical observations revealed a different pattern: migrants were not 
simply relocating; they were living across borders. This realisation gave 
rise to the concept of transnationalism, a paradigm that captures the 
multiple and sustained linkages migrants maintain between their home 
and host societies. Transnationalism challenges the idea that migration is 
a one-way, permanent process. Instead, it conceptualises migration as a 
circulatory and multi-sited phenomenon, involving flows of people, 
money, ideas, identities, and cultural practices. 
 
For example, consider a Nigerian professional living in the United 
Kingdom who sends remittances home, participates in Nigerian political 
discussions online, invests in local businesses in Lagos, and returns 
periodically for family and social obligations. Such an individual is not 
fully detached from Nigeria, nor entirely absorbed into British society. 
Rather, they exist within a transnational social field. 
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This unit introduces you to the concept of transnationalism, its 
theoretical foundations, and the debates surrounding it. You will explore 
its economic, social, and political dimensions, and critically examine 
whether transnationalism represents a genuinely new phenomenon or 
simply a new way of describing long-standing migrant practices. 
 
As you proceed, you should ask yourself: Does transnationalism 
fundamentally change how we understand migration, or does it simply 
reframe existing dynamics? 
 

 
3.2  Learning Outcomes 

 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Define transnationalism and distinguish it from assimilationist 

and integration paradigms.  
• Analyse the economic, social, and political dimensions of 

transnational migrant practices.  
• Critically evaluate scholarly debates on the novelty of 

transnationalism.  
• Apply transnational frameworks to real-world migration cases, 

particularly within Nigeria and Africa.  
• Demonstrate a nuanced understanding of how globalisation 

shapes migrant identities and practices.  
 

 
3.3  Conceptual Foundations of Transnationalism 

 
To fully grasp transnationalism, it is essential to understand both what it 
is and what it challenges. 
 
3.3.1 From Assimilation to Transnationalism 
 
For much of the 20th century, migration scholarship was dominated by 
assimilation theory, which posited that migrants gradually adopt the 
cultural norms, values, and practices of their host societies, eventually 
becoming indistinguishable from the native population (Gordon, 1964). 
Integration models later modified this view, allowing for some degree of 
cultural retention while still emphasising incorporation into the host 
society (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). However, by the late 20th century, 
scholars began to observe that migrants were maintaining strong and 
sustained connections with their countries of origin. These connections 
were not temporary; they were enduring and often intensified over time. 
This observation led to the emergence of transnationalism as a 
conceptual framework. 
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Basch, Schiller, and Blanc (1994) define transnationalism as the process 
by which migrants create and sustain multi-stranded social relations that 
link together their societies of origin and settlement. Similarly, Glick 
Schiller, Basch, and Szanton Blanc (1992) introduced the concept of 
transnational social fields, emphasising the interconnected networks that 
span national boundaries. This shift represents a fundamental departure 
from assimilationist thinking. Rather than viewing migration as a linear 
process of departure and incorporation, transnationalism conceptualises 
it as a simultaneous engagement with multiple societies. In the Nigerian 
context, this is vividly illustrated by diaspora communities that remain 
actively involved in homeland affairs. Nigerian migrants abroad often 
participate in hometown associations, contribute to community 
development projects, and maintain strong cultural identities. Yet, as 
you engage with this concept, you should also question its scope. Are all 
migrants transnational? Or is transnationalism more characteristic of 
certain groups? 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How does transnationalism differ from assimilation and 

integration theories?  
2. What is meant by a “transnational social field”?  
3. Are all migrants transnational? Provide reasons for your answer.  
 
3.3.2 Defining Transnational Practices 
 
Transnationalism is best understood through the practices it 
encompasses. These practices are not uniform; they vary across 
individuals, communities, and contexts. Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 
(1999) identify transnational activities as those that require regular and 
sustained cross-border interactions. These include economic exchanges 
(such as remittances), political participation (such as voting or 
campaigning), and socio-cultural engagement (such as maintaining 
cultural traditions). 
 
Levitt (2001) further expands this understanding by introducing the 
concept of social remittances, referring to the transfer of ideas, norms, 
values, and practices across borders. For instance, Nigerian migrants 
may influence social norms related to education, gender roles, or 
entrepreneurship within their home communities. Importantly, 
transnational practices are facilitated by advances in technology and 
transportation. The proliferation of digital communication platforms has 
made it easier for migrants to remain connected to their countries of 
origin in real time. However, transnational engagement is not equally 
accessible to all migrants. Factors such as legal status, income level, and 
access to technology can significantly influence the extent of 
participation. 
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Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What distinguishes transnational practices from occasional cross-

border interactions?  
2. Explain the concept of social remittances with relevant examples.  
3. What factors influence the extent of transnational engagement 

among migrants?  
 
3.4  Dimensions of Transnationalism 
 
To deepen your understanding, it is useful to examine transnationalism 
through its key dimensions: economic, social, and political. 
 
3.4.1 Economic Transnationalism 
 
Economic transnationalism is perhaps the most visible dimension, 
encompassing activities such as remittances, investments, and cross-
border entrepreneurship. Remittances are a central feature of 
transnational economic practices. According to the World Bank (2023), 
remittances to developing countries constitute a major source of external 
finance, often exceeding foreign direct investment. In Nigeria, 
remittance inflows play a critical role in supporting household 
consumption, education, and healthcare. Beyond remittances, migrants 
often engage in transnational entrepreneurship, establishing businesses 
that operate across borders. These ventures facilitate trade, create 
employment, and contribute to economic development in both origin 
and destination countries (Portes et al., 2002). However, economic 
transnationalism also raises important questions. Does reliance on 
remittances create dependency? Do transnational investments benefit 
entire communities or only specific households? 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What role do remittances play in the Nigerian economy?  
2. How does transnational entrepreneurship differ from local 

business activities?  
3. What are the potential downsides of economic transnationalism?  
 
3.4.2 Social and Cultural Transnationalism 
 
Social transnationalism refers to the maintenance of familial, cultural, 
and social ties across borders. Migrants often sustain relationships 
through communication technologies, periodic visits, and participation 
in cultural events. Cultural transnationalism involves the preservation 
and transformation of cultural practices. Nigerian migrants, for instance, 
may celebrate traditional festivals abroad, maintain indigenous 
languages, and transmit cultural values to younger generations. At the 
same time, cultural exchange is not one-directional. Migrants also 
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introduce new ideas and practices into their home communities. This 
dynamic interplay results in what some scholars describe as hybrid 
identities that are shaped by multiple cultural influences (Vertovec, 
2009). 
 
This raises an important question: Does transnationalism weaken 
national identity, or does it create more complex forms of belonging? 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How do migrants maintain social ties across borders?  
2. What is meant by hybrid identity?  
3. Does transnationalism strengthen or weaken cultural identity? 

Discuss.  
 
3.4.3 Political Transnationalism 
 
Political transnationalism refers to the involvement of migrants in the 
political processes of their home and host countries. This may include 
voting in elections, participating in political campaigns, or engaging in 
advocacy. In many cases, diaspora communities play significant roles in 
shaping political outcomes in their countries of origin. Nigerian diaspora 
groups, for example, have been active in advocating for political reforms 
and contributing to national debates. At the same time, migrants may 
also engage politically in their host societies, influencing policies related 
to immigration, integration, and multiculturalism. However, political 
transnationalism raises complex issues of citizenship, loyalty, and 
sovereignty. Can individuals be fully committed to more than one 
nation-state? How do governments respond to transnational political 
engagement? 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What forms does political transnationalism take?  
2. How do diaspora communities influence politics in their home 

countries?  
3. What challenges does political transnationalism pose to nation-

states?  
 
3.5  Debates in Transnationalism 
 
While transnationalism has become a central concept in migration 
studies, it is not without controversy. Scholars continue to debate its 
significance, scope, and novelty. 
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3.5.1 Is Transnationalism a New Phenomenon? 
 
One of the most enduring debates concerns whether transnationalism 
represents a genuinely new development or simply a continuation of 
historical practices. Proponents argue that contemporary 
transnationalism is distinct due to the scale, intensity, and speed of 
cross-border interactions, facilitated by globalisation and technological 
advancements (Vertovec, 2004). The ability to communicate instantly 
and travel relatively easily has transformed the nature of migrant 
experiences. 
 
Critics, however, contend that migrants have always maintained 
connections with their homelands. Historical examples, such as 
merchant networks and diaspora communities, suggest that transnational 
practices are not new (Waldinger & Fitzgerald, 2004). Thus, the debate 
is not about the existence of transnational practices, but about their 
degree and significance. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What arguments support the idea that transnationalism is a new 

phenomenon?  
2. What evidence suggests continuity with historical migration 

patterns?  
3. Where do you stand in this debate?  
 
3.5.2 Limitations of Transnationalism 
 
Despite its explanatory power, transnationalism has several limitations. 
Not all migrants have the resources or legal status to engage in 
transnational practices. For many, migration remains a struggle for 
survival, leaving little room for sustained cross-border engagement. 
Moreover, there is a risk of overgeneralization. By focusing on highly 
connected migrants, scholars may overlook those who are marginalised 
or disconnected. 
 
Another critique concerns the lack of theoretical precision. Some 
scholars argue that transnationalism has become a catch-all concept, 
used to describe a wide range of phenomena without sufficient 
analytical clarity (Portes, 2003). These critiques highlight the need for 
careful and critical application of the concept. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What are the main criticisms of transnationalism?  
2. Why might transnationalism not apply equally to all migrants?  
3. How can scholars address the limitations of this framework?  
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3.6  Integrating Transnationalism into Migration Theory 
 
Transnationalism does not replace earlier theories; rather, it 
complements them. It provides a lens through which we can understand 
the ongoing connections migrants maintain across borders. For instance, 
network theory helps explain how transnational ties are formed, while 
the New Economics of Labour Migration highlights the role of 
remittances. Together, these frameworks offer a more comprehensive 
understanding of migration. 
 

 
 

 3.7  Summary 
 
In this unit, you have explored the concept of transnationalism and its 
significance in contemporary migration studies. You have examined its 
conceptual foundations, key dimensions, and major debates. You should 
now appreciate that migration is not a linear process of departure and 
settlement, but a dynamic and ongoing engagement with multiple social, 
economic, and political spaces. 
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3.9 Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 

 
3.3.1 From Assimilation to Transnationalism 
1. Difference Between Transnationalism, Assimilation, and 

Integration: Assimilation assumes that migrants gradually 
abandon their original cultural identities and fully adopt those of 
the host society. Integration allows for partial retention of the 
original culture but still prioritises incorporation into the host 
society. Transnationalism, in contrast, recognises that migrants 
can simultaneously maintain strong ties with their home country 
while participating in the host society. It challenges the linear, 
one-directional model of migration.  

2. Meaning of Transnational Social Field: A transnational social 
field refers to a network of relationships, interactions, and 
exchanges that span across national borders. These include 
economic, social, cultural, and political connections linking 
migrants to both their origin and destination societies.  
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3. Are All Migrants Transnational?: Not all migrants are 
transnational. Engagement in transnational practices depends on 
factors such as income, legal status, access to technology, and 
personal motivation. Some migrants, especially those in 
precarious conditions, may have limited capacity to maintain 
cross-border ties.  

3.3.2 Defining Transnational Practices 
1. Distinction from Occasional Interactions: Transnational 

practices involve regular, sustained, and meaningful cross-border 
activities, unlike occasional or incidental contacts such as 
infrequent visits or communication.  

2. Social Remittances Explained: Social remittances refer to the 
transfer of ideas, values, norms, and behaviours from migrants to 
their home communities. For example, Nigerian migrants may 
promote new attitudes toward education, gender equality, or 
entrepreneurship.  

3. Factors Influencing Engagement: Key factors include financial 
capacity, immigration status, access to communication 
technologies, level of education, and the strength of social 
networks.  

3.4.1 Economic Transnationalism 
1. Role of Remittances in Nigeria: Remittances contribute 

significantly to household welfare by supporting consumption, 
education, and healthcare. They also serve as an important source 
of foreign exchange and can stimulate local economic 
development.  

2. Transnational Entrepreneurship vs Local Business: 
Transnational entrepreneurship involves business activities that 
operate across borders, linking markets in origin and destination 
countries. Unlike purely local businesses, these ventures rely on 
cross-border networks and resources.  

3. Potential Downsides: Overdependence on remittances may 
create economic dependency, discourage local productivity, and 
widen inequality if benefits are concentrated among certain 
households.  

3.4.2 Social and Cultural Transnationalism 
1. Maintenance of Social Ties: Migrants maintain relationships 

through digital communication (e.g., social media), regular visits, 
financial support, and participation in family and community 
events.  

2. Hybrid Identity Defined: Hybrid identity refers to a blended 
sense of belonging that incorporates elements from both the home 
and host cultures. Migrants may simultaneously identify with 
multiple cultural contexts.  

3. Impact on Cultural Identity: Transnationalism does not 
necessarily weaken cultural identity; rather, it often transforms it. 
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It can strengthen cultural awareness while also creating more 
complex and fluid identities.  

3.4.3 Political Transnationalism 
1. Forms of Political Engagement: These include voting in home-

country elections, participating in diaspora organisations, 
engaging in advocacy, and influencing public opinion through 
media and online platforms.  

2. Diaspora Influence: Diaspora communities can shape political 
discourse, fund political campaigns, and advocate for reforms in 
their countries of origin.  

3. Challenges to Nation-States: Political transnationalism raises 
questions about dual loyalty, citizenship rights, and state 
sovereignty, particularly when migrants are politically active in 
more than one country.  

3.5.1 Is Transnationalism a New Phenomenon? 
1. Arguments for Novelty: Advances in communication and 

transportation technologies have increased the speed, scale, and 
intensity of cross-border interactions, making contemporary 
transnationalism more pronounced.  

2. Arguments for Continuity: Historical evidence shows that 
migrants have long maintained ties with their homelands through 
trade, correspondence, and community networks.  

3. Balanced Perspective: Transnationalism is best understood as an 
intensification and transformation of existing practices rather than 
an entirely new phenomenon.  

3.5.2 Limitations of Transnationalism 
1. Main Criticisms: These include overgeneralization, lack of 

conceptual clarity, and a tendency to focus on well-connected 
migrants while neglecting marginalised groups.  

2. Unequal Applicability: Not all migrants have the resources or 
legal freedom to engage in transnational practices. Economic 
hardship and restrictive immigration policies can limit 
participation.  

3. Addressing Limitations: Scholars can improve the framework 
by clearly defining concepts, incorporating diverse migrant 
experiences, and combining transnationalism with other 
theoretical approaches. 
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Unit 4  Defining Diaspora: from Concept to Lived  
Experience 
 

Unit Structure 
 
4.1  Introduction 
4.2  Learning Outcomes 
4.3  Conceptual Evolution of Diaspora 

4.3.1  Classical Conceptions: Diaspora as Dispersal and Trauma 
4.3.2  Conceptual Expansion: From Fixed Category to Analytical 

Framework 
4.4  Typologies of Diaspora and Their Implications 

4.4.1 Victim Diaspora: Memory, Trauma, and Identity 
4.4.2 Labour Diaspora: Mobility, Remittances, and Development 
4.4.3 Trade Diaspora: Networks, Capital, and Global Exchange 
4.4.4 Imperial Diaspora: Power, Domination, and Legacy 

4.5  Diaspora Consciousness, Political Mobilisation, and Cultural 
Belonging 
4.5.1 Diaspora Consciousness: Identity Across Space 
4.5.2 Political Mobilisation: Diaspora as Political Actor 
4.5.3 Cultural Belonging and Hybrid Identity 

4.6  Integrative Discussion 
4.7  Summary 
4.8  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
4.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 
 

4.1  Introduction 
 
The concept of diaspora occupies a central place in contemporary 
migration studies, yet it is also one of the most debated and contested 
terms in the field. At first glance, diaspora appears straightforward; it 
refers to the dispersion of a people from an original homeland. However, 
as you engage more deeply with the literature, you will quickly discover 
that diaspora is not merely about dispersion; it is about identity, 
memory, power, belonging, and imagination. Historically, the term 
carried a narrow and specific meaning, tied to forced displacement and 
collective trauma. Over time, however, its usage has expanded 
significantly, encompassing a wide range of migrant experiences. 
Today, diaspora is used to describe communities formed through labour 
migration, trade networks, colonial expansion, and even voluntary 
mobility. This conceptual expansion has enriched the field, but it has 
also introduced ambiguity: when does a migrant community become a 
diaspora? 
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As a student of migration studies, your task is not simply to memorise 
definitions but to interrogate them. You must ask: What distinguishes 
diaspora from migration? Is diaspora a condition, an identity, or a 
political project? These questions are critical because they shape how 
we understand global mobility and the lived experiences of migrants. In 
the Nigerian context, the idea of diaspora has gained increasing 
prominence. Nigerian communities abroad are not only economically 
significant—contributing billions of dollars in remittances—but also 
culturally vibrant and politically engaged. They maintain strong 
connections to the homeland while simultaneously negotiating identities 
in host societies. This dual orientation makes the Nigerian diaspora an 
excellent case for applying theoretical insights. 
 
This unit takes you through the evolution of diaspora as a concept, 
examines its major typologies, and explores how diaspora consciousness 
shapes political mobilisation and cultural belonging. As you read, 
approach the material analytically. Do not accept definitions at face 
value—question them, compare them, and relate them to real-world 
examples. 
 

 
4.2  Learning Outcomes 

 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Trace the conceptual evolution of diaspora from its classical 

origins to contemporary theoretical interpretations.  
• Differentiate between major typologies of diaspora—victim, 

labour, trade, and imperial—and analyse their socio-political 
implications.  

• Critically evaluate the role of diaspora consciousness in shaping 
identity, political mobilisation, and cultural belonging.  

• Apply diaspora frameworks to contemporary migration patterns, 
particularly within Nigeria and Africa.  

• Demonstrate advanced critical thinking in engaging with debates 
surrounding diaspora as a concept.  

 
4.3  Conceptual Evolution of Diaspora 
 
4.3.1 Classical Conceptions: Diaspora as Dispersal and Trauma 
 
The word diaspora originates from the Greek diaspeirein, meaning “to 
scatter.” Its earliest usage is closely associated with the dispersion of the 
Jewish people following the Babylonian exile. In this classical sense, 
diaspora was characterised by forced displacement, collective suffering, 
and a strong orientation toward a lost homeland (Safran, 1991; Cohen, 
1997). 
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Safran (1991) outlines key features of classical diasporas, including: 
• Dispersion from a specific homeland to multiple regions  
• A collective memory and myth about that homeland  
• A sense of alienation in host societies  
• A commitment to the maintenance or restoration of the homeland  
 
These features highlight that diaspora was not simply about movement; 
it was about enduring connection and longing. The homeland functioned 
as both a real and symbolic anchor for identity. 
 
The African diaspora, particularly as shaped by the transatlantic slave 
trade, extended this classical understanding. Here, diaspora was marked 
by extreme violence, forced displacement, and the rupture of social and 
cultural ties. Yet, it also demonstrated resilience, as dispersed 
populations reconstructed identities and cultural practices under 
oppressive conditions (Gilroy, 1993). 
 
At this stage, diaspora was clearly tied to victimhood and historical 
trauma. However, as global migration patterns diversified, scholars 
began to question whether this restrictive definition could capture 
emerging realities. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What were the defining features of diaspora in its classical usage?  
2. How does the African diaspora both align with and expand 

classical definitions?  
3. Why might the classical definition be insufficient for 

contemporary migration?  
 

4.3.2  Conceptual Expansion: From Fixed Category to Analytical 
Framework 

 
The late 20th century witnessed a significant shift in how diaspora was 
understood. Scholars such as Cohen (1997) expanded the concept by 
introducing typologies that included not only victim diasporas but also 
labour, trade, and imperial diasporas. This marked a crucial transition 
from a narrow historical category to a broader analytical framework. 
 
At the same time, diaspora began to be understood less as an objective 
condition and more as a subjective form of identification. Brubaker 
(2005) argues that diaspora should be seen as a “category of practice” 
rather than a fixed entity. In this sense, diaspora is something people 
claim, perform, and negotiate, rather than something they are. 
 
This perspective is particularly useful in contemporary contexts where 
migrants may actively construct diaspora identities through cultural 
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practices, digital communication, and political engagement. For 
example, Nigerian diaspora communities often organise cultural 
festivals, participate in online forums, and maintain strong symbolic ties 
to the homeland. 
 
Furthermore, Clifford (1994) introduces the idea of diaspora as a 
condition of “dwelling-in-displacement,” where individuals maintain 
connections to multiple places simultaneously. This resonates strongly 
with the concept of transnationalism discussed in the previous unit. 
 
However, this conceptual expansion has also led to criticism. Some 
scholars argue that the term has become overly inclusive, losing its 
analytical precision (Brubaker, 2005; Vertovec, 2009). If every migrant 
community is labelled a diaspora, does the concept still retain meaning? 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How did Cohen’s typology transform the study of diaspora?  
2. What does Brubaker mean by diaspora as a “category of 

practice”?  
3. What are the risks of expanding the concept too broadly?  
 
4.4  Typologies of Diaspora and Their Implications 
 
To bring analytical clarity, scholars have developed typologies that 
categorise different forms of diaspora based on their origins and 
characteristics. These typologies are not rigid; rather, they serve as 
heuristic tools for understanding diversity within diaspora experiences. 
 
4.4.1 Victim Diaspora: Memory, Trauma, and Identity 
 
Victim diasporas are formed through coercion, violence, or forced 
displacement. Classic examples include the Jewish and African 
diasporas. These diasporas are characterised by collective trauma, 
historical memory, and a strong emotional attachment to the homeland 
(Cohen, 1997). Memory plays a central role in sustaining identity within 
victim diasporas. As Halbwachs (1992) argues, collective memory is 
socially constructed and transmitted across generations. In the context of 
diaspora, this memory often becomes a source of solidarity and 
resistance. 
 
For the African diaspora, memories of slavery and colonialism have 
shaped cultural expressions, political movements, and intellectual 
traditions. Gilroy’s (1993) concept of the Black Atlantic illustrates how 
diaspora identities transcend national boundaries, creating a shared 
cultural and political space. However, it is important to recognise that 
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victimhood does not fully define diaspora identity. Over time, diaspora 
communities evolve, integrating new experiences and perspectives. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How does collective memory sustain diaspora identity?  
2. What role does trauma play in shaping victim diasporas?  
3. Can victim diasporas evolve beyond their origins?  
 
4.4.2 Labour Diaspora: Mobility, Remittances, and Development 
 
Labour diasporas arise from economic migration. Unlike victim 
diasporas, these are often voluntary, though shaped by structural 
inequalities. In the Nigerian context, the labour diaspora is particularly 
prominent. The migration of skilled professionals, doctors, engineers, 
and academics reflects both global demand for labour and domestic 
challenges such as unemployment and inadequate infrastructure 
(Adepoju, 2010). 
 
Remittances are a defining feature of labour diasporas. These financial 
flows have significant developmental implications, supporting 
households and contributing to national economies (World Bank, 2023). 
However, reliance on remittances can also create dependency and mask 
underlying structural issues. Furthermore, labour diasporas often 
maintain strong transnational ties, engaging in both economic and social 
exchanges. This blurs the boundary between migration and diaspora, 
reinforcing the need for nuanced analysis. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What distinguishes labour diasporas from other types?  
2. How do remittances shape development in origin countries?  
3. What are the potential drawbacks of labour migration?  
 
4.4.3 Trade Diaspora: Networks, Capital, and Global Exchange 
 
Trade diasporas are built around commercial activity. Historically, 
merchant communities established networks that facilitated trade across 
regions. These networks were not only economic but also social and 
cultural. Examples include Lebanese traders in West Africa and Chinese 
business communities globally. These diasporas are characterised by 
mobility, entrepreneurship, and strong internal networks (Cohen, 1997). 
Trade diasporas often act as intermediaries between different economies, 
contributing to globalisation. However, they may also face social 
tensions, particularly when perceived as economically dominant. In 
West Africa, Lebanese diaspora communities have played significant 
roles in commerce, sometimes generating both admiration and 
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resentment. This highlights the complex socio-political dynamics 
associated with trade diasporas. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How do trade diasporas contribute to globalisation?  
2. What challenges do they face in host societies?  
3. How do trade networks sustain diaspora communities?  
 
4.4.4 Imperial Diaspora: Power, Domination, and Legacy 
 
Imperial diasporas are associated with colonial expansion. Unlike other 
diasporas, they are characterised by power asymmetry, with migrants 
from dominant powers establishing control over colonised regions. 
Examples include British settlers in Africa and French populations in 
North Africa. These diasporas played key roles in shaping political 
institutions, economic systems, and cultural norms. Although formal 
colonialism has ended, the legacies of imperial diasporas persist. They 
influence migration patterns, language use, and global inequalities. 
Understanding imperial diasporas is essential for analysing 
contemporary migration, as they provide historical context for current 
global structures. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What distinguishes imperial diasporas from other types?  
2. How did colonial migration shape modern societies?  
3. What are the lasting impacts of imperial diasporas?  
 
4.5  Diaspora Consciousness, Political Mobilisation, and Cultural 

Belonging 
 
4.5.1  Diaspora Consciousness: Identity Across Space 
 
Diaspora consciousness refers to the awareness of belonging to a 
dispersed yet connected community. It involves a sense of shared 
identity, memory, and destiny (Clifford, 1994). This consciousness is 
not static; it is continuously negotiated. Migrants navigate multiple 
identities, balancing attachment to the homeland with integration into 
host societies. For Nigerian migrants, diaspora consciousness is 
expressed through language, religion, cultural festivals, and digital 
engagement. It is also shaped by experiences of discrimination and 
inclusion in host societies. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What is diaspora consciousness?  
2. How is it maintained across generations?  
3. How does it influence identity formation?  
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4.5.2  Political Mobilisation: Diaspora as Political Actor 
 
Diaspora communities are increasingly recognised as political actors. 
They influence both home and host country politics through advocacy, 
lobbying, and financial contributions (Levitt & de la Dehesa, 2003). The 
Nigerian diaspora, for example, has been active in governance debates, 
electoral processes, and development initiatives. Governments have also 
sought to engage diasporas as partners in national development. 
However, diaspora political engagement raises questions about 
legitimacy, representation, and accountability. Should those living 
abroad shape domestic policies? 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How do diaspora communities engage politically?  
2. What are the benefits of diaspora political involvement?  
3. What challenges does it present?  
 
4.5.3 Cultural Belonging and Hybrid Identity 
 
Diaspora life is marked by cultural negotiation. Migrants often develop 
hybrid identities, blending elements from both origin and host cultures 
(Hall, 1990). For second-generation migrants, this process can be 
particularly complex. They may feel neither fully “home” nor fully 
“abroad,” navigating multiple cultural expectations. In Nigerian diaspora 
communities, cultural belonging is expressed through music, food, 
language, and social practices. These cultural forms evolve, reflecting 
both continuity and change. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What is hybrid identity?  
2. How do second-generation migrants experience diaspora 

differently?  
3. How is culture maintained and transformed in diaspora 

communities?  
 
4.6  Integrative Discussion 
 
At this stage, diaspora should no longer be understood as a single, fixed 
concept but as a multi-layered analytical framework that bridges history, 
identity, politics, and everyday lived experience. The preceding sections 
have shown that diaspora is simultaneously: 
• A historical condition rooted in dispersal and, in some cases, 

trauma  
• A socio-economic formation shaped by labour mobility, trade 

networks, and global capitalism  
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• A cultural process involving identity negotiation, memory, and 
belonging  

• A political force capable of influencing governance, 
development, and transnational relations  

 
What emerges is a concept that operates across multiple scales, from the 
intimate (family ties, identity formation) to the global (economic flows, 
geopolitical relations). A key insight is that diaspora cannot be reduced 
to either structure or agency alone. Structural forces such as colonial 
history, global inequality, and labour demand create the conditions for 
diaspora formation. At the same time, individuals and communities 
actively construct diaspora through practices such as cultural 
preservation, remittance-sending, and political engagement. This duality 
reflects broader debates in migration studies about the relationship 
between macro-level forces and micro-level experiences. 
 
Furthermore, diaspora must be understood in relation to 
transnationalism. While the two concepts are closely linked, they are not 
identical. Transnationalism emphasises cross-border practices and 
networks, whereas diaspora foregrounds identity, memory, and 
collective consciousness. In practice, however, diaspora communities 
often operate within transnational spaces, making the two frameworks 
complementary. In the Nigerian context, this integration is particularly 
evident. Nigerian diaspora communities are not only economically 
significant through remittances but also culturally influential and 
politically active. They engage in homeland development projects, 
participate in global professional networks, and contribute to shaping 
Nigeria’s international image. At the same time, their experiences are 
shaped by challenges such as immigration policies, racial dynamics, and 
identity negotiation in host societies. 
 
However, the concept of diaspora also demands critical caution. Its 
increasing popularity has led to conceptual stretching, where diverse 
migrant experiences are labelled as diaspora without sufficient analytical 
justification. As scholars like Rogers Brubaker argue, this risks diluting 
the term’s explanatory power. Therefore, diaspora should be applied 
with analytical precision, ensuring that it retains its usefulness as a tool 
for understanding complex migration realities. 
 
Ultimately, diaspora is best approached as a dynamic and evolving 
concept, one that reflects the changing nature of global mobility, 
identity, and belonging. 
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4.7 Summary 
 
This unit has provided a comprehensive and critical exploration of 
diaspora, moving from its classical origins to its contemporary 
applications. We began by examining the historical foundations of 
diaspora, where it was closely associated with forced displacement, 
collective trauma, and a strong attachment to a lost homeland. Classic 
examples demonstrated how memory and identity were sustained across 
generations despite geographical separation. 
 
The unit then traced the conceptual expansion of diaspora, highlighting 
how scholars broadened its scope to include labour, trade, and imperial 
diasporas. This shift transformed diaspora from a narrowly defined 
historical condition into a flexible analytical framework capable of 
capturing diverse migration experiences. 
 
Through the examination of typologies, we gained insight into the 
different forms diaspora can take: 
• Victim diasporas emphasise memory and trauma  
• Labour diasporas highlight economic mobility and remittances  
• Trade diasporas focus on networks and entrepreneurship  
• Imperial diasporas reveal power relations and historical legacies  
 
Importantly, we explored how diaspora is not only a structural 
phenomenon but also a lived experience, shaped by consciousness, 
identity, and everyday practices. Concepts such as diaspora 
consciousness and hybrid identity illustrate how individuals navigate 
belonging across multiple cultural and spatial contexts. The unit also 
underscored the political significance of diaspora, showing how diaspora 
communities act as transnational actors influencing both home and host 
societies. Their role in development, governance, and cultural exchange 
highlights their growing importance in a globalised world. 
 
In sum, diaspora is not merely about dispersion. It is about: 
• Connection (to homeland and community)  
• Memory (historical and collective)  
• Identity (negotiated and hybrid)  
• Power (economic, cultural, and political)  
• Transformation (of both migrants and societies)  
 
A critical takeaway is that no single definition can fully capture the 
complexity of diaspora. Effective analysis requires a multi-dimensional 
and critical approach, one that integrates historical context, structural 
forces, and lived experiences. 
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4.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 
This section provides detailed guide answers designed to reinforce your 
understanding and encourage critical engagement with the concept of 
diaspora. 
4.3.1 Classical Conceptions of Diaspora 
1. Defining Features: Classical diaspora is characterised by forced 

dispersal, collective memory of a homeland, a sense of 
marginalisation in host societies, and a desire for return or 
symbolic connection to the homeland.  

2. African Diaspora in Context: The African diaspora aligns with 
classical definitions through its roots in forced displacement 
(slave trade) and collective trauma. However, it expands the 
concept by demonstrating cultural resilience, identity 
reconstruction, and global cultural influence.  

3. Limitations of Classical Definition: It is too narrow to account 
for voluntary migration, economic mobility, and contemporary 
forms of cross-border engagement.  

4.3.2 Conceptual Expansion 
1. Impact of Cohen’s Typology: It broadened diaspora to include 

multiple forms (labour, trade, imperial), making the concept more 
inclusive and analytically flexible.  

2. Diaspora as a “Category of Practice”: According to Rogers 
Brubaker, diaspora is not just a fixed group but an identity that 
individuals and communities actively construct and claim.  

3. Risks of Overexpansion: Overuse of the term may dilute its 
meaning, making it difficult to distinguish diaspora from general 
migration.  

4.4.1 Victim Diaspora 
1. Role of Collective Memory: Collective memory sustains identity 

by preserving shared histories and experiences across 
generations.  

2. Impact of Trauma: Trauma shapes identity, solidarity, and 
political consciousness within diaspora communities.  

3. Possibility of Evolution: Yes, victim diasporas evolve, 
incorporating new cultural influences and experiences.  

4.4.2 Labour Diaspora 
1. Key Characteristics: Driven by economic motivations, often 

voluntary, and closely linked to global labour markets.  
2. Impact of Remittances: Remittances support household welfare 

and national economies but may also create dependency.  
3. Drawbacks: Brain drain, inequality, and overreliance on external 

income sources.  
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4.4.3 Trade Diaspora 
1. Contribution to Globalisation:  Trade diasporas facilitate cross-

border commerce and economic integration.  
2. Challenges in Host Societies: They may face discrimination, 

economic competition, and social tensions.  
3. Sustaining Networks: Strong internal trust, kinship ties, and 

shared cultural practices sustain trade networks.  
4.4.4 Imperial Diaspora 
1. Distinctive Features: Linked to colonial expansion and 

characterised by power imbalance.  
2. Impact on Modern Societies: Shaped institutions, languages, 

and economic systems.  
3. Lasting Effects: Persistent inequalities, cultural influences, and 

migration patterns.  
4.5.1 Diaspora Consciousness 
1. Definition:  Awareness of belonging to a dispersed but connected 

community.  
2. Maintenance Across Generations: Through cultural practices, 

education, storytelling, and digital communication.  
3. Influence on Identity: Creates multi-layered identities that span 

different cultural and geographic contexts.  
4.5.2 Political Mobilisation 
1. Forms of Engagement: Advocacy, voting, lobbying, and 

participation in diaspora organisations.  
2. Benefits: Promotes development, democratic participation, and 

global representation.  
3. Challenges: Issues of legitimacy, accountability, and conflicting 

interests.  
4.5.3 Cultural Belonging and Hybrid Identity 
1. Hybrid Identity Explained:  A blended identity shaped by 

multiple cultural influences.  
2. Second-Generation Experience: Often involves navigating dual 

expectations and identity tensions.  
3. Cultural Transformation:  Culture is both preserved and 

adapted, leading to new forms of expression. 
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Unit 1   Culture, Language, and Diasporic Identity Formation 
 
Unit 1  Culture, Language, and Diasporic Identity Formation 
Unit 2  Religion, Spirituality and Community Cohesion 
Unit 3  Gender, Sexuality and Migration Experiences 
Unit 4  Intersectionality, Race and Belonging 
 
 
Unit Structure 
 
1.1  Introduction 
1.2  Learning Outcomes 
1.3  Language, Identity and Intergenerational Change 

1.3.1 Language Maintenance and Identity Continuity 
1.3.2 Language Shift, Loss and Generational Change 
1.3.3 Language, Power and Identity Negotiation 

1.4  Cultural Production and Diasporic Expression 
1.4.1 Music, Art and Cultural Continuity 
1.4.2 Literature and Narrative Identity 
1.4.3 Digital Culture and New Diasporic Spaces 

1.5  Hybridity, Creolisation and Cultural Mixing 
1.5.1 Hybridity: Beyond Fixed and Essentialist Identities 
1.5.2 Creolisation: Processes of Cultural Fusion and Innovation 
1.5.3 Critiques and Limitations of Hybridity and Creolisation 

1.6  Summary 
1.7  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
1.8  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

 

1.1  Introduction 
 
At the heart of diaspora lies a fundamental question: who are we when 
we are no longer fully “here” nor entirely “there”? This question 
captures the essence of diasporic identity; a form of identity that is not 
fixed, but constantly negotiated across space, time, and social contexts. 
Diasporic identity is neither a simple extension of homeland culture nor 
a complete assimilation into host societies. Rather, it emerges through a 
dynamic process of cultural retention, adaptation, and transformation 
(Hall, 1990; Brah, 1996). Migrants and their descendants continuously 
navigate multiple cultural frameworks, constructing identities that 
reflect both continuity and change. 
 
Three key dimensions are central to understanding this process. First is 
language, which serves as a powerful marker of belonging, memory, and 
generational difference. Second is cultural production, including music, 
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literature, and art, which provides a medium through which diasporic 
communities express and reshape their identities. Third is the theoretical 
lens of hybridity and creolisation, which helps us understand how 
cultural mixing produces new forms of identity. In the Nigerian 
diaspora, these dynamics are particularly visible. From the blending of 
Afrobeats with global musical styles to the negotiation of indigenous 
languages among second-generation migrants, identity formation is an 
ongoing and contested process. 
 
As you engage with this unit, you should reflect critically: Is diasporic 
identity about preservation, transformation, or both? And who gets to 
define what counts as “authentic”? 
 

 
1.2  Learning Outcomes 

 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Analyse how language maintenance, shift, and loss function as 

markers of diasporic identity.  
• Examine the role of cultural production in sustaining and 

transforming diaspora communities.  
• Evaluate theories of hybridity and creolisation as frameworks for 

understanding cultural mixing.  
• Apply these concepts to real-world diaspora contexts, particularly 

within Nigeria and Africa.  
 

 
1.3  Language, Identity and Intergenerational Change 

 
Language is one of the most powerful carriers of identity. It encodes 
history, culture, values, and social relationships. In diaspora contexts, 
language becomes a critical site where identity is both preserved and 
transformed. 
 
1.3.1 Language Maintenance and Identity Continuity 
 
For first-generation migrants, language often serves as a direct link to 
the homeland. Speaking Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa, or other indigenous 
languages allows migrants to maintain cultural continuity and transmit 
values across generations (Fishman, 1991). Language maintenance is 
not merely a practical matter; it is deeply symbolic. It signals belonging 
to a particular cultural and ethnic community. In diaspora settings, 
language can function as a boundary marker, distinguishing insiders 
from outsiders (Edwards, 2009). 
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For example, Nigerian families in the United Kingdom or the United 
States often encourage children to speak indigenous languages at home. 
This practice reflects an effort to preserve cultural identity in the face of 
pressures to assimilate. However, maintaining language in diaspora is 
not always straightforward. It requires deliberate effort, institutional 
support, and community reinforcement. Without these, language 
retention becomes difficult over time. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. Why is language considered a key marker of identity in diaspora?  
2. What challenges do migrant families face in maintaining 

indigenous languages?  
3. How does language function as a boundary marker?  
 
1.3.2 Language Shift, Loss and Generational Change 
Over time, many diaspora communities experience a language shift, 
where younger generations adopt the dominant language of the host 
society (Fishman, 1991). This process often leads to partial or complete 
language loss. Second-generation migrants may understand their 
heritage language but lack fluency, while third-generation migrants may 
have little or no connection to it. This shift reflects broader processes of 
integration and adaptation (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). 
 
Language loss is not simply a linguistic phenomenon; it has profound 
implications for identity. It can create generational divides, weaken 
cultural transmission, and reshape how individuals relate to their 
heritage (Extra & Yağmur, 2004). Yet, it is important to avoid viewing 
language loss purely in negative terms. For many migrants, adopting a 
dominant language is a strategy for social mobility and inclusion. Thus, 
language shift represents both loss and adaptation. In Nigerian diaspora 
contexts, it is common to find young people who identify strongly as 
Nigerian yet primarily communicate in English or the dominant 
language of their host country. This raises important questions about 
what constitutes cultural authenticity. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What is language shift, and why does it occur in diaspora 

communities?  
2. How does language loss affect identity and intergenerational 

relationships?  
3. Can identity be maintained without language? Discuss critically.  
 
1.3.3 Language, Power and Identity Negotiation 
 
Language is also deeply connected to power. Dominant languages often 
carry social and economic advantages, while minority languages may be 
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marginalised (Bourdieu, 1991). In diaspora contexts, migrants must 
navigate these power dynamics. Choosing when to speak a heritage 
language and when to use a dominant language becomes a strategic act. 
This process reflects what Gumperz (1982) describes as code-switching, 
where individuals alternate between languages depending on context. 
For example, a Nigerian migrant may speak Yoruba at home, English at 
work, and a hybrid form among peers. This linguistic flexibility reflects 
a broader negotiation of identity across different social spaces. Thus, 
language in diaspora is not static; it is dynamic, situational, and deeply 
intertwined with issues of power and belonging. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How is language linked to power in diaspora contexts?  
2. What is code-switching, and how does it reflect identity 

negotiation?  
3. How do migrants navigate linguistic expectations in different 

settings?  
 
1.4  Cultural Production and Diasporic Expression 
 
If language is a medium of identity, cultural production is its expression. 
Diasporic communities actively produce culture as a way of making 
sense of their experiences and asserting their presence. 
 
1.4.1  Music, Art and Cultural Continuity 
 
Music has long been a central site of diasporic expression. From the 
spirituals of the African diaspora to contemporary Afrobeats, music 
reflects both historical memory and contemporary realities (Gilroy, 
1993). Afrobeats, in particular, provides a compelling example of 
diasporic cultural production. While rooted in Nigerian musical 
traditions, it has been shaped by global influences, including hip-hop, 
dancehall, and electronic music. Artists in the diaspora contribute to this 
evolution, creating a transnational cultural flow (Krings & Okome, 
2013). 
 
Similarly, visual arts and fashion serve as a medium through which 
diasporic identities are expressed and reimagined. These cultural forms 
often blend traditional and contemporary elements, reflecting hybrid 
identities. Cultural production, therefore, is not merely about 
preservation; it is about innovation and transformation. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How does music function as a form of diasporic expression?  
2. In what ways does Afrobeats reflect transnational cultural flows?  
3. How do art and fashion contribute to identity formation?  
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1.4.2 Literature and Narrative Identity 
 
Literature plays a crucial role in articulating diasporic experiences. 
Writers such as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie explore themes of 
displacement, identity, and belonging, offering insights into the 
complexities of diaspora life. Through storytelling, diaspora authors 
construct what Ricoeur (1991) calls narrative identity, the idea that 
identity is shaped through the stories we tell about ourselves. 
Diasporic literature often addresses issues such as: 
• Cultural conflict  
• Racism and exclusion  
• Generational differences  
• Return and belonging  
These narratives not only reflect individual experiences but also 
contribute to collective understanding. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What is narrative identity, and how does literature shape it?  
2. What themes are common in diasporic literature?  
3. How does storytelling contribute to collective identity?  
 
1.4.3 Digital Culture and New Diasporic Spaces 
 
The emergence of digital technologies has fundamentally reconfigured 
the landscape of diasporic identity formation and cultural production. 
Unlike earlier periods where diasporic connections were sustained 
primarily through physical travel, letters, or occasional media exchange, 
contemporary migrants inhabit a digitally mediated world in which 
distance is significantly compressed. Digital platforms now serve as 
critical infrastructures through which diasporic identities are produced, 
performed, contested, and circulated in real time. Social media platforms 
such as Twitter (X), Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube have enabled the 
creation of what scholars describe as networked diasporas or virtual 
diasporic publics. These are transnational spaces where individuals who 
are geographically dispersed nonetheless participate in shared cultural 
conversations, debates, and practices. Through these platforms, 
members of the diaspora are able to maintain continuous engagement 
with homeland events, politics, language, and popular culture, thereby 
sustaining a sense of belonging that transcends physical separation 
(Appadurai, 1996). 
 
For the Nigerian diaspora, digital spaces have become especially 
significant arenas of identity negotiation. Online communities facilitate 
the circulation of Afrobeats music, Nollywood films, fashion trends, and 
vernacular expressions, creating a feedback loop between homeland and 
diaspora. Hashtags, memes, and viral challenges often reflect distinctly 
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Nigerian cultural references while simultaneously adapting to global 
digital cultures. In this sense, digital platforms do not merely transmit 
culture; they actively reshape it through processes of reinterpretation and 
remixing. Moreover, digital media has amplified diasporic voices in 
unprecedented ways. Online activism, such as diaspora engagement in 
social movements, political debates, and advocacy, demonstrates how 
digital spaces function as sites of collective identity formation and 
political participation. These engagements often blur the boundaries 
between “home” and “abroad,” as diaspora actors influence national 
conversations from afar. 
 
However, the expansion of digital diasporic spaces also raises critical 
concerns. Questions of representation and authenticity become more 
complex in online environments where identities can be curated, 
performed, and commodified. Not all voices within the diaspora are 
equally visible; algorithmic biases, digital divides, and platform politics 
shape whose narratives gain prominence. Consequently, digital 
diasporas may reproduce existing inequalities related to class, gender, 
and access to technology. Additionally, the performative nature of social 
media can lead to the construction of “stylised” or “essentialized” 
versions of culture that may not fully capture the diversity and 
complexity of lived experiences. This raises important analytical 
questions: To what extent are digital representations reflective of reality, 
and to what extent do audience expectations and global consumption 
patterns shape them? 
 
Digital culture has transformed diasporic life by creating new spaces for 
connection, creativity, and contestation. These virtual arenas are not 
secondary to “real” spaces but are integral to how diasporic identities are 
constructed and experienced in the contemporary world. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. In what ways do digital platforms reshape the relationship 

between diaspora and homeland?  
2. How do virtual diasporas differ from traditional forms of 

diasporic community?  
3. What are the implications of unequal access and algorithmic 

visibility for diasporic representation?  
 
1.5  Hybridity, Creolisation and Cultural Mixing  
 
Understanding diasporic identity requires moving beyond rigid, binary 
frameworks that separate “origin” from “destination.” Instead, 
contemporary scholarship emphasises fluidity, interaction, and 
transformation. The concepts of hybridity and creolisation provide 
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powerful analytical tools for capturing these dynamics, though they 
must be applied with critical awareness of their limitations. 
 
1.5.1  Hybridity: Beyond Fixed and Essentialist Identities 
 
Hybridity, as articulated by Bhabha (1994), refers to the emergence of 
new cultural forms and identities through the interaction of diverse 
cultural traditions. It challenges essentialist notions that identities are 
pure, stable, or rooted in a singular origin. Instead, hybridity 
foregrounds the idea that identity is always in process; it is constructed 
through encounters, negotiations, and translations across cultural 
boundaries. In diasporic contexts, hybridity is not an abstract concept 
but a lived reality. Migrants and their descendants constantly navigate 
multiple cultural repertoires, producing identities that are neither entirely 
“home” nor fully “host.” This is evident in linguistic practices, where 
individuals blend indigenous languages with global English; in fashion, 
where traditional attire is reinterpreted through contemporary styles; and 
in social norms, where values from different cultural systems are 
selectively combined. 
 
Importantly, hybridity also introduces the notion of a “third space”, a 
conceptual space where new meanings and identities are produced. This 
space is not simply a midpoint between two cultures but a site of 
creativity and transformation. For example, Nigerian diaspora youth 
may develop distinctly diasporic identities, neither reducible to Nigerian 
traditions nor to Western cultural norms. However, hybridity is often 
accompanied by tension. Individuals may experience a sense of in-
betweenness, struggling with questions of authenticity and belonging. 
They may be perceived as “not fully Nigerian” in the homeland context 
and “not fully integrated” in the host society. These tensions highlight 
that hybridity is not always liberating; it can also be a source of 
ambiguity and identity conflict. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How does hybridity challenge the idea of fixed cultural 

identities?  
2. What is the “third space,” and why is it important in diaspora 

studies?  
3. What forms of tension can arise from hybrid identities?  
 
1.5.2 Creolisation: Processes of Cultural Fusion and Innovation 
 
While hybridity focuses primarily on identity, creolisation emphasises 
the broader cultural processes through which mixing, adaptation, and 
innovation occur (Hannerz, 1992). It highlights how sustained 
interaction among different cultural groups leads to the creation of 
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entirely new cultural forms. Creolisation is particularly visible in 
contexts with long histories of migration and cultural contact, such as 
the Caribbean. Here, languages, cuisines, religions, and musical forms 
have emerged from the blending of African, European, and indigenous 
influences. These are not simply mixtures but distinct cultural systems 
with their own internal coherence and historical trajectories. 
In contemporary diasporas, similar processes are evident. Nigerian 
diasporic cuisine, for instance, may incorporate ingredients and cooking 
styles from host societies, producing new variations that reflect both 
adaptation and continuity. In music, genres like Afrobeats exemplify 
creolisation by integrating diverse global influences while maintaining 
identifiable African elements. Creolisation underscores a key insight: 
culture is inherently dynamic. It evolves through interaction, 
negotiation, and reinterpretation. This perspective challenges any 
attempt to treat culture as static or bounded. 
 
At the same time, creolisation invites us to consider the historical and 
structural conditions under which cultural mixing occurs. Many 
creolised cultures emerged in contexts marked by inequality, 
colonialism, and forced migration. Therefore, cultural fusion must be 
understood not only as creative but also as shaped by power relations. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. In what ways does creolisation differ from hybridity in focus and 

application?  
2. How does creolisation illustrate the dynamic nature of culture?  
3. What historical conditions often give rise to creolised cultures?  
 
1.5.3 Critiques and Limitations of Hybridity and Creolisation 
 
Despite their analytical usefulness, the concepts of hybridity and 
creolisation have been subject to significant critique. One major concern 
is that they may obscure the structural inequalities that shape diasporic 
experiences. By emphasising cultural mixing and fluidity, these 
frameworks can sometimes underplay the realities of racism, economic 
marginalisation, and restrictive migration policies (Werbner, 2001). Not 
all individuals or groups have equal capacity to participate in processes 
of cultural exchange. Power asymmetries influence which culture is 
valued, which identity is recognised, and which practices are 
marginalised. For instance, while elements of African culture may be 
celebrated in global popular culture, African migrants themselves may 
still face discrimination and exclusion in host societies. 
 
Furthermore, the celebration of hybridity can sometimes romanticise 
cultural mixing, presenting it as inherently positive or progressive. This 
perspective risks overlooking the emotional and psychological 
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challenges associated with identity negotiation, including feelings of 
displacement, loss, and alienation. Another limitation lies in the 
tendency to generalise diasporic experiences. Hybridity and creolisation 
do not occur uniformly; they vary across contexts depending on factors 
such as class, gender, generation, and legal status. A highly skilled 
migrant professional may experience hybridity differently from a 
refugee or undocumented migrant. 
 
Therefore, while hybridity and creolisation remain valuable conceptual 
tools, they must be applied critically and contextually. Scholars and 
students must attend to the interplay between cultural processes and 
structural conditions, ensuring that analyses of identity do not overlook 
issues of power and inequality. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What are the main criticisms of hybridity and creolisation as 

analytical frameworks?  
2. How do structural inequalities shape processes of cultural 

mixing?  
3. Why is it important to apply these concepts contextually rather 

than universally?  

 
 

1.6   Summary 
 
This unit has explored the complex and dynamic processes through 
which diasporic identities are formed and transformed. It has been 
emphasised that identity in diaspora is not a fixed attribute but an 
ongoing negotiation shaped by language, cultural production, and 
intercultural interaction. Language was examined as both a marker of 
continuity and a site of change, reflecting broader processes of 
adaptation and generational transformation. Cultural production, through 
music, literature, art, and digital media, was shown to be a vital medium 
through which diasporic communities express, reinterpret, and contest 
their identities. The rise of digital platforms has further expanded these 
possibilities, creating new transnational spaces for connection and 
representation. 
 
Theoretical frameworks of hybridity and creolisation provided tools for 
understanding the fluid and interactive nature of culture in diaspora. 
However, their limitations underscore the importance of considering 
power, inequality, and context in any analysis of identity. Ultimately, 
diasporic identity emerges as a multifaceted and evolving phenomenon, 
simultaneously shaped by memory and innovation, constraint and 
agency, locality and globality. It is best understood not as a destination, 
but as a continuous process of becoming. 
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1.8  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

1.3.1 Language Maintenance and Identity Continuity 
1.  Why is language considered a key marker of identity in 

diaspora? Language is a central marker of identity because it 
carries cultural meanings, values, histories, and social norms. In 
diaspora, it functions as a symbolic link to the homeland, 
reinforcing a sense of belonging and continuity. Speaking a 
heritage language such as Yoruba, Igbo, or Hausa allows 
individuals to maintain connections with their ethnic roots and 
cultural traditions. It also fosters group cohesion within diaspora 
communities by distinguishing members from outsiders. Beyond 
communication, language embodies worldview and identity, 
making  its preservation deeply tied to cultural survival. 

2.  What challenges do migrant families face in maintaining 
indigenous languages?: Migrant families face several 
challenges, including the dominance of the host country’s 
language in schools, workplaces, and media. Children are often 
more exposed to and comfortable with the dominant language, 
leading to reduced use of the heritage language. There may also 
be limited institutional support, such as a lack of formal language 
instruction or community programs. Time constraints, parental 
work pressures, and the desire for children to integrate socially 
can further weaken language transmission. Additionally, children 
may resist speaking the heritage language due to peer pressure or 
fear of social exclusion. 

3.  How does language function as a boundary marker? 
Language acts as a boundary marker by distinguishing between 
those who belong to a particular cultural or ethnic group and 
those who do not. Within diaspora communities, speaking a 
shared language can signal insider status and cultural 
authenticity. Conversely, lack of fluency may lead to perceptions 
of detachment from one’s roots. This boundary-making function 
can strengthen group identity but may also create exclusion 
within communities, particularly along generational lines. 

1.3.2 Language Shift, Loss and Generational Change 
1.  What is language shift, and why does it occur in diaspora 

communities? Language shift refers to the process by which a 
community gradually abandons its heritage language in favour of 
a dominant language. It occurs primarily due to social, economic, 
and institutional pressures. Migrants often adopt the dominant 
language to access education, employment, and social mobility. 
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Over generations, this shift becomes more pronounced as 
younger members integrate into the host society and have less 
exposure to the heritage language in daily life. 

2.  How does language loss affect identity and intergenerational 
relationships? Language loss can weaken cultural transmission, 
making it harder for younger generations to access traditions, oral 
histories, and cultural values. It may create communication gaps 
between generations, particularly between grandparents and 
grandchildren. This can lead to feelings of cultural disconnection 
or identity ambiguity among younger members. At the same time, 
it may also redefine identity in new ways, emphasising other 
markers such as nationality, race, or shared experiences rather 
than language alone. 

3.  Can identity be maintained without language? Discuss 
critically. Yes, identity can be maintained without full 
proficiency in a heritage language, but it may take different 
forms. Cultural identity can be expressed through food, music, 
religion, values, and social practices. However, the absence of 
language may limit deeper engagement with cultural nuances and 
traditional knowledge. Therefore, while language is important, it 
is not the sole determinant of identity. A critical perspective 
recognises identity as multidimensional and adaptable. 

1.3.3 Language, Power and Identity Negotiation 
1.  How is language linked to power in diaspora contexts? 

Language is closely tied to power because dominant languages 
often provide access to economic opportunities, education, and 
social prestige. Minority or heritage languages may be 
marginalised, associated with lower status, or excluded from 
formal institutions. This creates unequal linguistic hierarchies 
where migrants must navigate between maintaining their cultural 
identity and achieving socio-economic advancement. 

2.  What is code-switching, and how does it reflect identity 
negotiation? Code-switching is the practice of alternating 
between two or more languages or language varieties depending 
on context. It reflects identity negotiation because individuals 
adjust their language use to fit different social settings. For 
example, a Nigerian migrant may speak an indigenous language 
at home, standard English at work, and a hybrid slang among 
peers. This flexibility demonstrates how identity is situational and 
context-dependent. 

3.  How do migrants navigate linguistic expectations in different 
settings? Migrants strategically adapt their language use based 
on context. In professional environments, they may prioritise the 
dominant language to ensure credibility and inclusion. In family 
or community settings, they may use heritage languages to 
reinforce cultural ties. This navigation requires awareness of 
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social norms, power dynamics, and audience expectations, 
highlighting the complexity of diasporic identity. 

1.4.1 Music, Art and Cultural Continuity 
1.  How does music function as a form of diasporic expression? 

Music serves as a powerful medium for expressing identity, 
preserving memory, and communicating shared experiences. It 
allows diaspora communities to maintain connections to their 
heritage while also reflecting contemporary realities. Lyrics, 
rhythms, and performance styles often encode cultural narratives, 
histories, and emotions, making music both a cultural archive and 
a tool for innovation. 

2.  In what ways does Afrobeats reflect transnational cultural 
flows? Afrobeats exemplifies transnational cultural flows by 
blending Nigerian musical traditions with global influences such 
as hip-hop, dancehall, and electronic music. It is produced and 
consumed across multiple countries, involving collaborations 
between artists in Africa, Europe, and North America. This 
circulation reflects the interconnected nature of diaspora and 
highlights how culture moves across borders. 

3.  How do art and fashion contribute to identity formation? Art 
and fashion provide visual and symbolic means of expressing 
identity. They allow individuals to reinterpret traditional elements 
in contemporary contexts, creating hybrid forms that reflect both 
heritage and modern influences. Through clothing, design, and 
artistic expression, diaspora communities communicate values, 
affiliations, and creativity. 

1.4.2 Literature and Narrative Identity 
1.  What is narrative identity, and how does literature shape it? 

Narrative identity refers to the idea that individuals construct 
their identities through the stories they tell about themselves. 
Literature plays a key role by providing frameworks for 
understanding experiences of migration, displacement, and 
belonging. Through characters and narratives, readers can relate 
to and reflect on their own identities. 

2.  What themes are common in diasporic literature? Common 
themes include cultural conflict, identity negotiation, racism, 
displacement, nostalgia, generational differences, and the search 
for belonging. These themes reflect the complexities of living 
between cultures and highlight both challenges and opportunities 
in diaspora life. 

3.  How does storytelling contribute to collective identity? 
Storytelling helps create shared understandings and collective 
memory within diaspora communities. It connects individual 
experiences to broader social and historical contexts, fostering a 
sense of unity and belonging. 
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1.4.3 Digital Culture and New Diasporic Spaces 
1.  How has digital technology transformed diasporic cultural 

production? Digital technology has made cultural production 
more accessible, immediate, and global. Diaspora communities 
can now create and share content widely, participate in real-time 
discussions, and maintain continuous connections with the 
homeland. This has expanded the scope and speed of cultural 
exchange. 

2.  What are virtual diasporas? Virtual diasporas are online 
communities where dispersed individuals connect, interact, and 
share cultural practices. These spaces replicate and extend 
traditional forms of community, allowing for new forms of 
identity construction. 

3.  What challenges arise in digital representations of identity? 
Challenges include issues of authenticity, selective 
representation, and unequal visibility. Social media may 
encourage simplified or stereotyped portrayals of culture. 
Additionally, algorithmic biases and unequal access to 
technology can shape whose voices are heard. 

1.5.1 Hybridity: Beyond Fixed Identities 
1.  What is hybridity, and how does it challenge traditional 

notions of identity? Hybridity refers to the creation of new 
identities through cultural interaction. It challenges the idea that 
identities are fixed or pure, emphasising their fluid and evolving 
nature instead. 

2.  How is hybridity expressed in everyday life? Hybridity is 
expressed through language mixing, fashion choices, cultural 
practices, and social behaviours that combine elements from 
different traditions. 

3.  What tensions can arise from hybrid identities? Individuals 
may experience identity confusion, questions of authenticity, and 
pressure to conform to expectations from both homeland and host 
societies. 

1.5.2 Creolisation: Cultural Fusion and Transformation 
1.  How does creolisation differ from hybridity? Creolisation 

focuses on cultural processes and the creation of new cultural 
forms, while hybridity focuses more on identity and 
representation. 

2.  What examples of creolisation can you identify in diaspora 
contexts? Examples include new musical genres, fusion cuisines, 
and evolving language forms that combine elements from 
different cultures. 

3.  Why is cultural mixing central to diaspora studies? Cultural 
mixing reflects the realities of migration and interaction, 
highlighting how cultures evolve rather than remain static. 
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1.5.3 Critiques and Limitations of Hybridity 
1. What are the limitations of hybridity as a concept? Hybridity may 

overlook structural inequalities and power imbalances, presenting 
cultural mixing as neutral or universally positive. 

2. How do power dynamics influence cultural mixing? Power 
determines which cultures are dominant, whose practices are 
valued, and how identities are recognised or marginalised. 

3. How can these frameworks be applied critically? They should be 
used alongside analyses of inequality, context, and lived 
experience, ensuring a balanced and realistic understanding. 
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Unit 2  Religion, Spirituality and Community Cohesion 
 
Unit Structure 
 
2.1  Introduction 
2.2  Learning Outcomes 
2.3  Religion as Social Infrastructure in Diaspora 

2.3.1 Religious Institutions as Community Anchors 
2.3.2 Religion and Social Capital 

2.4  Religion, Identity and Tension in Host Societies 
2.4.1 Negotiating Religious Identity in Secular Contexts 
2.4.2 Religious Pluralism and Interfaith Dynamics 
2.4.3 Gender, Generation and Religious Transformation 

2.5  Religious Transnationalism and Long-Distance Belonging 
2.5.1 Transnational Religious Networks 
2.5.2 Circulation of Beliefs and Practices 
2.5.3 Religion and Long-Distance Community Formation 

2.6  Summary 
2.7  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
2.8  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

 
2.1  Introduction 

 
Religion and spirituality occupy a central and enduring place in the lives 
of migrants and diaspora communities. Far from being peripheral, 
religious institutions, beliefs, and practices often form the backbone of 
social organisation, identity formation, and emotional survival in 
diaspora contexts. For many migrants, religion is not simply a matter of 
personal faith; it is a social infrastructure, a cultural repository, and a 
transnational bridge connecting them to their homelands (Levitt, 2007; 
Ebaugh & Chafetz, 2000). When individuals migrate, they do not leave 
their religious identities behind. Rather, they carry them into new 
environments where those identities are reinterpreted, contested, and 
transformed. In many cases, religion becomes even more significant in 
diaspora than it was in the homeland, serving as a source of stability in 
unfamiliar and often challenging environments (Hirschman, 2004). 
 
Consider, for instance, Nigerian migrants in cities such as London, 
Houston, or Johannesburg. Churches, mosques, and other religious 
associations often function as community centres where migrants find 
not only spiritual guidance but also social support, economic assistance, 
and cultural continuity. These institutions provide a sense of belonging 
that transcends geographical displacement. At the same time, religion in 
diaspora is not without tension. Migrants must navigate differences 
between homeland religious practices and host-country norms, 
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particularly in secular or religiously plural societies. Issues of 
adaptation, identity, generational change, and interfaith interaction all 
come into play. 
 
Furthermore, religion operates transnationally. Migrants maintain 
connections with religious institutions in their home countries, 
participate in global religious networks, and contribute to the circulation 
of religious ideas and practices across borders (Levitt, 2001; Vásquez & 
Marquardt, 2003). This unit explores these dynamics in depth. You will 
examine how religion functions as social infrastructure, how it shapes 
identity and belonging, and how it operates within transnational 
frameworks. As you engage with this material, consider the following: 
Is religion a stabilising force in diaspora, or does it also create new 
forms of tension and division? 
 

 
2.2 Learning Outcomes 

 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Assess the function of religious institutions and practices in 

providing social infrastructure for migrant communities.  
• Analyse tensions between homeland religious identities and host-

country secular or pluralist frameworks.  
• Examine how religious transnationalism facilitates long-distance 

community ties and identity formation.  
• Apply these concepts to diaspora communities, particularly 

within African and Nigerian contexts.  
 

 
2.3  Religion as Social Infrastructure in Diaspora 

 
To understand religion in diaspora, we must first recognise its role as a 
social institution that extends far beyond spirituality. 
 
2.3.1 Religious Institutions as Community Anchors 
 

One of the most consistent findings in migration studies is that religious 
institutions often become central organising structures for diaspora 
communities. Churches, mosques, temples, and other religious spaces 
function as anchors of stability in otherwise uncertain environments 
(Ebaugh & Chafetz, 2000). 
 

These institutions provide: 
• Social networks and community connections  
• Practical support (housing, employment, childcare)  
• Emotional and psychological support  
• Cultural continuity  
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Hirschman (2004) argues that religion serves three primary functions for 
migrants: refuge, respectability, and resources. As a refuge, it offers 
emotional comfort and a sense of belonging. As a source of 
respectability, it provides moral frameworks that guide behaviour. As a 
resource, it offers tangible support for navigating life in the host society. 
In Nigerian diaspora communities, Pentecostal churches such as the 
Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG) and Winners’ Chapel have 
established extensive global networks. These churches are not merely 
places of worship; they are social ecosystems that facilitate integration 
while preserving cultural identity (Ukah, 2016). 
 
Similarly, Muslim diaspora communities often rely on mosques as 
centres for religious practice, education, and social organisation. These 
institutions play a crucial role in maintaining Islamic identity in non-
Muslim majority societies. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What roles do religious institutions play beyond spiritual 

worship?  
2. How do they facilitate migrant integration and community 

cohesion?  
3. Why might religion become more important in diaspora than in 

the homeland?  
 
2.3.2 Religion and Social Capital 
 
Religion also generates what sociologists refer to as social capital, 
networks of relationships that enable individuals to access resources and 
opportunities (Putnam, 2000). Within diaspora communities, religious 
networks often: 
• Provide job leads and business connections  
• Facilitate information sharing  
• Offer financial assistance  
• Create support systems for new migrants  
 
Levitt (2007) describes these networks as part of transnational religious 
fields, where individuals draw on resources from both home and host 
societies. For example, a newly arrived Nigerian migrant may rely on 
church members for accommodation, employment opportunities, and 
social integration. These networks reduce the risks associated with 
migration and enhance resilience. However, it is important to note that 
social capital is not equally distributed. Access to religious networks 
may depend on factors such as class, gender, and denominational 
affiliation. 
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Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What is social capital, and how is it generated through religion?  
2. How do religious networks support new migrants?  
3. What inequalities might exist within these networks?  
 
2.4  Religion, Identity and Tension in Host Societies 
 
While religion provides support and cohesion, it also generates tensions, 
particularly in diverse and secular societies. 
 
2.4.1 Negotiating Religious Identity in Secular Contexts 
 
Many migrants move to societies where religion plays a less central role 
in public life. This creates a tension between homeland religious norms 
and host-country secular values (Casanova, 1994). For example, 
Nigerian migrants accustomed to highly religious environments may 
find themselves in societies where religion is considered a private 
matter. This can lead to: 
• Identity conflicts  
• Pressure to adapt or conform  
• Reinterpretation of religious practices  
Second-generation migrants often experience these tensions more 
intensely. They must navigate the expectations of their families 
alongside the norms of the broader society (Warner & Wittner, 1998). 
This negotiation process often results in selective adaptation, where 
individuals retain certain religious practices while modifying others. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What challenges do migrants face in secular societies?  
2. How do second-generation migrants experience religious identity 

differently?  
3. What is selective adaptation?  
 
2.4.2 Religious Pluralism and Interfaith Dynamics 
 
Diaspora contexts are often characterised by religious pluralism, where 
multiple faiths coexist. This creates opportunities for interfaith dialogue 
but also potential for conflict. Migrants may encounter: 
• Religious diversity  
• Competing belief systems  
• Prejudice or discrimination  
For Muslim migrants in Western societies, issues such as Islamophobia 
can significantly shape religious identity and practice (Peek, 2005). 
Similarly, African Christian migrants may face stereotypes or 
marginalisation. At the same time, pluralism can encourage religious 
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innovation, as communities adapt to new environments and engage with 
different traditions. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What is religious pluralism, and how does it affect migrants?  
2. How can pluralism lead to both cooperation and conflict?  
3. How does discrimination shape religious identity?  
 
2.4.3 Gender, Generation and Religious Transformation 
 
Religion in diaspora is not static; it evolves across generations and is 
shaped by gender dynamics. Women often play key roles in sustaining 
religious practices within families and communities (Ebaugh & Chafetz, 
2000). However, migration can also challenge traditional gender roles, 
leading to shifts in authority and participation. Similarly, younger 
generations may reinterpret religious practices, blending them with 
contemporary values. This can create tensions within families and 
communities. Thus, religion becomes a site of negotiation, contestation, 
and transformation. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How does migration affect gender roles within religious 

communities?  
2. Why do generational tensions arise in religious practice?  
3. How does religion change over time in diaspora?  
 
2.5  Religious Transnationalism and Long-Distance Belonging 
 
A defining feature of contemporary migration is that migrants do not 
sever ties with their countries of origin. Instead, they maintain dense and 
continuous connections that span national borders. Religion is one of the 
most powerful channels through which these connections are sustained. 
Religious transnationalism highlights how faith-based practices, 
institutions, and identities operate simultaneously in multiple locations, 
linking diaspora communities with their homelands in dynamic and 
reciprocal ways. 
 
2.5.1 Transnational Religious Networks 
 
Religious transnationalism refers to the processes through which 
religious beliefs, practices, institutions, and identities are maintained and 
reproduced across national boundaries (Levitt, 2001). Rather than being 
confined to a single geographic location, religion becomes embedded 
within global networks that connect migrants to both home and host 
societies. These transnational religious networks operate through 
multiple mechanisms: 
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• Institutional expansion, where religious organisations establish 
branches across countries  

• Mobility of religious leaders, who travel to preach, teach, and 
administer congregations  

• Financial flows, including tithes, donations, and investments, are 
sent across borders  

• Communication technologies, which enable real-time 
participation in religious life  

 
In the Nigerian diaspora, Pentecostal movements provide a vivid 
example. Churches such as the Redeemed Christian Church of God 
(RCCG) and Living Faith Church (Winners’ Chapel) have developed 
extensive global infrastructures, with parishes in Europe, North 
America, Asia, and Africa. These networks allow migrants to remain 
spiritually and culturally connected to Nigeria while also adapting to 
local contexts (Ukah, 2016). Similarly, Islamic transnational networks 
connect diaspora communities to broader religious authorities, 
pilgrimage circuits (such as Hajj), and global Islamic discourses. These 
connections reinforce a sense of belonging that transcends national 
identity. Importantly, diaspora communities are not passive participants; 
they actively sustain and reshape these networks through financial 
contributions, leadership roles, and cultural innovation. Thus, 
transnational religious networks are co-produced by actors in both home 
and host societies. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What is religious transnationalism?  
2. How do religious networks operate across borders?  
3. What role do diaspora communities play in sustaining these 

networks?  
 
2.5.2 Circulation of Beliefs and Practices 
 
Transnational religious life is not limited to institutional connections; it 
also involves the circulation of ideas, values, and practices. Peggy Levitt 
(2001) introduces the concept of religious remittances to describe the 
transfer of religious beliefs, norms, and practices between diaspora 
communities and their homelands. 
 
These flows occur in multiple directions: 
• From diaspora to homeland: Migrants introduce new forms of 

worship, leadership styles, and theological interpretations. For 
example, Nigerian return migrants may influence church 
practices by incorporating more globalised forms of worship, 
media usage, or organisational structures.  
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• From homeland to diaspora: Religious doctrines, rituals, and 
authority structures continue to shape diaspora practices through 
sermons, publications, and visits from religious leaders.  

• Across diaspora networks: Ideas circulate between different 
diaspora communities, creating hybrid religious forms that reflect 
multiple influences.  

 
This process demonstrates that diaspora is not a one-way movement but 
a mutually transformative system. Religious practices in the homeland 
evolve partly in response to diaspora influences, just as diaspora 
communities adapt to host environments. For instance, the global spread 
of Nigerian Pentecostalism has influenced worship styles in other 
countries, while also feeding back into religious developments in 
Nigeria. Similarly, Islamic teachings transmitted through global 
networks shape both diaspora and local religious practices. Thus, 
religion becomes a medium through which globalisation is experienced, 
negotiated, and localised. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What are religious remittances?  
2. How do migrants influence religious practices in their home 

countries?  
3. Why is transnationalism considered a two-way process?  
 
2.5.3 Religion and Long-Distance Community Formation 
 
Religion plays a crucial role in sustaining what Benedict Anderson 
conceptualises as imagined communities—social groups whose 
members feel a sense of belonging despite not knowing one another 
personally. In diaspora contexts, religion provides the symbolic and 
institutional frameworks that make such communities possible. Through 
shared beliefs, rituals, and narratives, diaspora members construct a 
sense of collective identity that transcends geographic distance. This 
long-distance belonging is reinforced through: 
• Ritual practices (e.g., prayer, fasting, festivals) that synchronise 

experiences across locations  
• Religious gatherings, both physical and virtual, that bring 

dispersed members together  
• Media and communication technologies, such as livestreamed 

services, WhatsApp groups, and online sermons  
• Institutional affiliations, linking local congregations to global 

religious bodies  
For Nigerian diaspora communities, religious events such as 
conventions, crusades, and special services often serve as focal points 
for community cohesion. These events are not only spiritual gatherings 
but also social and cultural spaces where identity is reaffirmed, and 
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relationships are strengthened. Moreover, digital technologies have 
intensified these connections, enabling migrants to participate in 
homeland religious life in real time. A Nigerian in London, for example, 
can attend a church service in Lagos virtually, blurring the boundaries 
between here and there. 
 
However, long-distance religious belonging can also produce tensions. 
Differences in interpretation, authority, and practice may arise between 
homeland and diaspora communities, reflecting the diverse contexts in 
which religion is lived. Ultimately, religion enables diaspora 
communities to maintain continuity while adapting to change, creating 
forms of belonging that are both local and global. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How does religion create a sense of community across distance?  
2. What role do rituals play in maintaining identity?  
3. How do technologies support religious communities?  
 
 

2.6  Summary 
 
This unit has examined the central role of religion and spirituality in 
shaping diasporic life, demonstrating that religion is far more than a 
system of beliefs; it is a multidimensional social institution that 
structures identity, community, and belonging. First, religion was 
explored as a social infrastructure, providing migrants with essential 
resources, networks, and support systems that facilitate integration while 
preserving cultural continuity. Religious institutions serve as anchors of 
stability, offering both material assistance and emotional refuge. 
 
Second, the unit highlighted the tensions inherent in religious identity 
formation within host societies. Migrants must navigate secular 
environments, religious pluralism, and generational differences, leading 
to processes of adaptation, reinterpretation, and sometimes conflict. 
Third, the concept of religious transnationalism illustrated how religion 
operates across borders, connecting diaspora communities to their 
homelands through networks, practices, and flows of ideas. These 
transnational dynamics demonstrate that diaspora is not characterised by 
disconnection but by continuous interaction and mutual transformation. 
Overall, religion emerges as a dynamic and evolving force, 
simultaneously stabilising and transformative. It enables migrants to 
construct meaningful lives in new environments while maintaining 
connections to their origins, thus playing a critical role in the ongoing 
negotiation of diasporic identity. 
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2.8  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
2.5.1 Transnational Religious Networks 
1.  What is religious transnationalism? Religious 

transnationalism refers to the maintenance and development of 
religious beliefs, practices, and institutions across national 
borders. It highlights how migrants remain connected to their 
homelands through religious activities, creating networks that 
span multiple countries. This concept emphasises that religion is 
not confined to a single location but operates within global 
systems shaped by migration and communication. 

2.  How do religious networks operate across borders? Religious 
networks operate through institutional expansion (e.g., global 
church branches), movement of religious leaders, financial 
contributions such as tithes and donations, and communication 
technologies like livestreams and social media. These 
mechanisms enable continuous interaction between diaspora and 
homeland communities, allowing religious life to function across 
distances. 

3.  What role do diaspora communities play in sustaining these 
networks? Diaspora communities actively sustain transnational 
networks by funding religious institutions, participating in 
leadership roles, organising events, and spreading religious 
practices in host societies. They are not passive recipients but 
active agents who shape the direction and character of these 
networks. 

2.5.2 Circulation of Beliefs and Practices 
1.  What are religious remittances? Religious remittances are the 

transfer of religious ideas, values, practices, and norms across 
borders. Unlike financial remittances, they involve intangible 
cultural and spiritual exchanges that influence both diaspora and 
homeland communities. 

2.  How do migrants influence religious practices in their home 
countries? Migrants introduce new styles of worship, 
organisational structures, and theological interpretations gained 
from their experiences abroad. These innovations can reshape 
religious practices in the homeland, leading to changes in rituals, 
leadership, and institutional organisation. 

3.  Why is transnationalism considered a two-way process? 
Transnationalism is two-way because influence flows in both 
directions. While migrants maintain ties to their homelands, they 
also contribute new ideas and practices that transform those 
societies. At the same time, homeland institutions continue to 
shape diaspora religious life, creating a continuous exchange. 
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2.5.3 Religion and Long-Distance Community Formation 
1.  How does religion create a sense of community across distance? 

Religion fosters shared beliefs, values, and practices that unite 
individuals across geographic boundaries. Through rituals, 
narratives, and institutional affiliations, members feel connected 
to a larger community despite physical separation. 

2.  What role do rituals play in maintaining identity? Rituals 
reinforce cultural and religious identity by creating shared 
experiences and reinforcing collective memory. Regular 
practices such as prayer, fasting, and festivals provide continuity 
and stability, helping individuals maintain a sense of belonging. 

3.  How do technologies support religious communities? 
Technologies such as livestreaming, social media, and 
messaging platforms enable real-time communication and 
participation in religious activities. They allow diaspora 
members to engage with homeland religious life, access 
teachings, and maintain community ties regardless of location. 
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Unit 3  Gender, Sexuality and Migration Experiences 
 
Unit Structure 
 
3.1  Introduction 
3.2  Learning Outcomes 
3.3  Gendered Migration Patterns and Experiences 

3.3.1 Migration as a Gendered Process 
3.3.2 Gendered Vulnerabilities and Agency 

3.4  Sexuality, Migration and the Politics of Belonging 
3.4.1 Sexuality and Migration Regimes 
3.4.2 Asylum, Identity and Credibility 
3.4.3 Diaspora, Sexuality and Community Tensions 

3.5  Gendered Power Structures in Diaspora 
3.5.1 Household Dynamics and Power Relations 
3.5.2 Community Organisations and Gender Hierarchies 
3.5.3 Intersectionality and Complex Identities 

3.6  Summary 
3.7 References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
3.8  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

 
3.1  Introduction 

 
Migration is never a neutral or uniform experience. It is profoundly 
shaped by structures of power, inequality, and identity, among which 
gender and sexuality are central. To understand migration without 
attending to gender and sexuality is to overlook how mobility itself is 
differentiated, regulated, and experienced unevenly across bodies and 
identities (Donato et al., 2006; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). 
 
Historically, migration studies treated migrants as gender-neutral actors, 
implicitly assuming a male subject whose experiences were generalised 
to all (Morokvasic, 1984). This “gender-blind” approach obscured the 
realities of women, LGBTQ+ individuals, and other marginalised groups 
whose migration experiences are shaped by distinct vulnerabilities, 
expectations, and opportunities. Feminist and intersectional scholarship 
challenged this omission by demonstrating that migration is gendered at 
every stage, from the decision to migrate, to the journey itself, to labour 
market participation, to integration processes (Kofman et al., 2000; 
Mahler & Pessar, 2001). Similarly, sexuality studies have revealed how 
migration regimes, asylum systems, and social norms regulate bodies 
and identities in ways that privilege some while marginalising others 
(Luibhéid, 2002). 
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In diaspora contexts, gender and sexuality are not static categories 
carried unchanged across borders. Rather, they are reconfigured, 
contested, and renegotiated within new socio-cultural environments. 
Migration can reproduce existing inequalities, but it can also create 
spaces for resistance, transformation, and redefinition. For example, 
Nigerian women migrating for domestic work may experience both 
economic empowerment and exploitation. LGBTQ+ migrants may flee 
persecution in their home countries, only to encounter new forms of 
marginalisation in host societies. At the same time, diaspora spaces can 
offer opportunities for identity expression that were previously 
unavailable. 
 
This unit critically examines how gender and sexuality shape migration 
experiences. It foregrounds power relations, intersectionality, and lived 
realities, moving beyond simplistic narratives to reveal the complexities 
of diaspora life. As you engage with this unit, you should continually 
ask: Who benefits from migration systems, who is marginalised, and 
how do gender and sexuality shape these outcomes? 
 
 

3.2 Learning Outcomes 
 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Examine how gender shapes differential migration experiences, 

vulnerabilities, and opportunities.  
• Analyse the intersection of sexuality and migration, particularly 

for LGBTQ+ individuals.  
• Critically evaluate gendered power structures within diaspora 

households and communities.  
• Apply intersectional frameworks to understand complex 

migration experiences.  
 

 
3.3  Gendered Migration Patterns and Experiences 

 

3.3.1 Migration as a Gendered Process 
 

Migration is not simply about movement across borders; it is a socially 
structured process shaped by gender norms and expectations. Who 
migrates, why they migrate, and how they migrate are all influenced by 
gender (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). 
 
In many contexts, men have historically been more likely to migrate for 
wage labour, while women were seen as dependents. However, this 
pattern has shifted significantly, with the feminisation of migration 
becoming a defining feature of contemporary mobility (Castles et al., 
2014). 
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Women now migrate independently as workers, professionals, and 
entrepreneurs. Yet, their migration is often concentrated in gendered 
labour sectors, such as domestic work, caregiving, and service industries 
(Parreñas, 2001). Low wages, informal employment, limited legal 
protections and high vulnerability to exploitation frequently characterise 
these sectors. Thus, while migration may offer economic opportunities, 
it also exposes women to structural inequalities embedded in global 
labour markets. In the Nigerian context, female migration for domestic 
and care work, particularly to Europe and the Middle East, illustrates 
these dynamics. Women may gain financial independence while 
simultaneously facing precarious working conditions. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What does it mean to say that migration is gendered?  
2. What is the feminisation of migration?  
3. Why are women concentrated in certain labour sectors?  
 
3.3.2 Gendered Vulnerabilities and Agency 
 
It is important to avoid portraying women solely as victims. While they 
face significant vulnerabilities, they also exercise agency in navigating 
migration systems (Mahler & Pessar, 2001). 
 
For example: 
• Women may strategically migrate to support families  
• They may build transnational networks  
• They may challenge traditional gender roles  
 
However, this agency operates within constraints. Migration regimes, 
labour markets, and social norms often limit the choices available. 
Additionally, gender-based violence is a critical issue in migration. 
Women migrants are particularly vulnerable to exploitation by 
employers, human trafficking and sexual violence during migration 
journeys. These risks highlight the intersection of gender with legal 
status, class, and race. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How can we understand both vulnerability and agency in 

migration?  
2. What forms of gender-based violence affect migrants?  
3. How do structural factors shape migrant experiences?  
 
  



MGS813   MIGRANT TRANSNATIONALISM, REFUGEES AND DIASPORA 

 

83 

 

3.4 Sexuality, Migration and the Politics of Belonging 
 
3.4.1 Sexuality and Migration Regimes 
 
Sexuality is deeply embedded in migration systems. Immigration 
policies often reflect normative assumptions about family, marriage, and 
sexuality (Luibhéid, 2002). 
For instance: 
• Family reunification policies privilege heterosexual relationships  
• Same-sex partnerships may not be recognised  
• LGBTQ+ individuals may face barriers in asylum processes  
 
These structures reveal how migration regimes regulate not only 
movement but also intimate lives. For LGBTQ+ migrants, migration 
may be both a necessity and a risk. Many flee persecution in their home 
countries, where non-heteronormative identities are criminalised or 
stigmatised (Murray, 2014). However, arrival in host countries does not 
guarantee safety. They may encounter discrimination within migrant 
communities, racism within LGBTQ+ spaces and legal and bureaucratic 
challenges. Thus, sexuality intersects with migration in complex and 
often contradictory ways. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How do migration policies regulate sexuality?  
2. What challenges do LGBTQ+ migrants face?  
3. Why is migration both a risk and an opportunity for LGBTQ+ 

individuals?  
 
3.4.2 Asylum, Identity and Credibility 
 
One of the most critical issues facing LGBTQ+ migrants is the asylum 
process. Applicants must often prove their sexual orientation or gender 
identity to authorities, a process that can be deeply invasive and 
problematic (Murray, 2014). Asylum systems frequently rely on 
stereotypical notions of LGBTQ+ identity, expecting applicants to 
conform to specific narratives. This raises questions about: 
• Who defines “authentic” identity  
• How credibility is assessed  
• The role of cultural bias  
For African migrants, including Nigerians, these challenges are 
compounded by racial and cultural stereotypes. Thus, the asylum 
process becomes a site where power, identity, and bureaucracy intersect. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What challenges arise in proving LGBTQ+ identity in asylum 

cases?  
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2. How do stereotypes influence asylum decisions?  
3. What does this reveal about power in migration systems?  
 
3.4.3 Diaspora, Sexuality and Community Tensions 
 
Within diaspora communities, sexuality can be a source of tension. 
Migrants often carry cultural norms from their home countries, which 
may conflict with more liberal attitudes in host societies. For LGBTQ+ 
individuals, this can result in exclusion from diaspora communities, 
pressure to conceal identity and double marginalisation. At the same 
time, diaspora spaces can also provide opportunities for resistance and 
community-building. LGBTQ+ migrants may form alternative networks 
that challenge both homeland and host-country norms. This highlights 
the complexity of diaspora as both a site of constraint and possibility. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. Why might LGBTQ+ migrants face exclusion within diaspora 

communities?  
2. How can diaspora spaces both constrain and enable identity 

expression?  
3. What strategies do individuals use to navigate these tensions?  
 
3.5  Gendered Power Structures in Diaspora 
 
3.5.1 Household Dynamics and Power Relations 
 
Migration often reshapes household dynamics. Changes in employment, 
income, and social roles can alter power relations within families 
(Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). 
For example: 
• Women who become primary earners may gain decision-making 

power  
• Men may experience loss of status  
• Traditional roles may be renegotiated  
However, these changes are not always linear or liberating. In some 
cases, patriarchal structures are reproduced or even intensified in the 
diaspora. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How does migration affect household power dynamics?  
2. Can migration lead to greater gender equality?  
3. Why might traditional roles persist?  
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3.5.2 Community Organisations and Gender Hierarchies 
 
Diaspora organisations, religious, cultural, or social, often reflect 
gendered hierarchies. Men may dominate leadership positions, while 
women are assigned supportive roles (Kofman et al., 2000). These 
structures reinforce broader patterns of inequality, even within migrant 
communities. At the same time, women’s organisations and networks 
can challenge these hierarchies, creating spaces for empowerment and 
advocacy. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How are gender hierarchies reproduced in diaspora 

organisations?  
2. What roles do women play in community structures?  
3. How can these hierarchies be challenged?  
 
3.5.3 Intersectionality and Complex Identities 
 
To fully understand gender and sexuality in migration, we must adopt an 
intersectional approach. Intersectionality, as developed by Crenshaw 
(1989), emphasises that identities are shaped by multiple, overlapping 
factors such as race, class, gender, and legal status. 
For example: 
• A Nigerian woman migrant may experience discrimination based 

on gender and race  
• An LGBTQ+ migrant may face both homophobia and 

xenophobia  
• Legal status may exacerbate vulnerability  
Intersectionality reveals that migration experiences cannot be reduced to 
a single factor. Complex and interlocking systems of power shape them. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What is intersectionality?  
2. How does it deepen our understanding of migration?  
3. Why is it important to consider multiple identities?  

 
 

 

3.6  Summary 
 
This unit has critically examined how gender and sexuality shape 
migration experiences. You have explored gendered labour patterns, the 
politics of sexuality in migration regimes, and power structures within 
diaspora communities. You should now recognise that migration is not a 
neutral process but one deeply embedded in systems of inequality and 
power. Gender and sexuality are central to understanding these 
dynamics. 



MGS813   MIGRANT TRANSNATIONALISM, REFUGEES AND DIASPORA 

 

86 

 

 
3.7  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 

 

Stephen Castles, Hein de Haas, & Mark J. Miller (2014). The age of 
migration: International population movements in the modern 
world (5th ed.). Palgrave Macmillan. 

 
Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race 

and sex: A Black feminist critique of antidiscrimination doctrine. 
University of Chicago Legal Forum, 139–167. 

 
Katharine M. Donato, Gabaccia, D., Holdaway, J., Manalansan, M., & 

Pessar, P. (2006). A glass half full? Gender in migration studies. 
International Migration Review, 40(1), 3–26. 

 
Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994). Gendered transitions: Mexican 

experiences of immigration—University of California Press. 
 
Eleonore Kofman, Phizacklea, A., Raghuram, P., & Sales, R. (2000). 

Gender and international migration in Europe: Employment, 
welfare and politics. Routledge. 

 
Eithne Luibhéid (2002). Entry denied: Controlling sexuality at the 

border—University of Minnesota Press. 
 
Sarah J. Mahler & Patricia R. Pessar (2001). Gendered geographies of 

power: Analysing gender across transnational spaces. Identities, 
7(4), 441–459. 

 
Mirjana Morokvasic (1984). Birds of passage are also women. 

International Migration Review, 18(4), 886–907. 
 
David A. B. Murray (2014). Real queer? Sexual orientation and gender 

identity of refugees in the Canadian refugee apparatus. Rowman 
& Littlefield. 

 
Rhacel Salazar Parreñas (2001). Servants of globalisation: Women, 

migration and domestic work. Stanford University Press. 
 

 
3.8  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 

 
3.3.1 Migration as a Gendered Process 
1.  What does it mean to say that migration is gendered? To say 

migration is gendered means that socially constructed gender 
roles and expectations shape migration patterns, experiences, and 
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outcomes. Men and women often migrate for different reasons, 
work in different sectors, and face different risks and 
opportunities. 

2.  What is the feminisation of migration? The feminisation of 
migration refers to the increasing participation of women as 
independent migrants rather than dependents. Women now 
migrate in large numbers for employment, especially in care 
work, domestic labour, and service industries. 

3.  Why are women concentrated in certain labour sectors?e 
Women are concentrated in sectors like domestic and care work 
due to global demand for reproductive labour, gender stereotypes 
about “women’s work,” and limited access to higher-paying or 
formal employment opportunities. 

3.3.2 Gendered Vulnerabilities and Agency 
1.  How can we understand both vulnerability and agency in 

migration? Migrants, especially women, face vulnerabilities 
such as exploitation and discrimination, but they also exercise 
agency by making strategic decisions, supporting families, and 
navigating systems to improve their lives. 

2.  What forms of gender-based violence affect migrants? These 
include human trafficking, sexual exploitation, domestic abuse, 
workplace harassment, and violence during migration journeys. 

3.  How do structural factors shape migrant experiences? Legal 
systems, labour markets, immigration policies, and cultural 
norms limit or enable opportunities, shaping the conditions under 
which migrants live and work. 

3.4.1 Sexuality and Migration Regimes 
1.  How do migration policies regulate sexuality? Policies often 

privilege heterosexual family structures, restrict recognition of 
same-sex relationships, and impose norms about acceptable 
identities and family forms. 

2.  What challenges do LGBTQ+ migrants face? They face legal 
barriers, discrimination, lack of recognition of relationships, 
social exclusion, and sometimes violence in both home and host 
societies. 

3. Why is migration both a risk and an opportunity for LGBTQ+ 
individuals? It is a risk due to continued discrimination and legal 
challenges, but also an opportunity for safety, identity expression, 
and access to rights unavailable in home countries. 

 
3.4.2 Asylum, Identity and Credibility 
1.  What challenges arise in proving LGBTQ+ identity in asylum 

cases? Applicants must provide evidence of identity, often facing 
intrusive questioning and unrealistic expectations based on 
stereotypes. 
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2.  How do stereotypes influence asylum decisions? Authorities 
may expect applicants to conform to Western notions of 
LGBTQ+ identity, leading to biased or unfair judgments. 

3.  What does this reveal about power in migration systems? It 
shows that states have the authority to define legitimacy and 
identity, often reflecting cultural bias and unequal power 
relations. 

3.4.3 Diaspora, Sexuality and Community Tensions 
1. Why might LGBTQ+ migrants face exclusion within diaspora 

communities? Some communities retain conservative cultural or 
religious views that stigmatise non-heteronormative identities. 

2.  How can diaspora spaces both constrain and enable identity 
expression? They may enforce traditional norms (constraint) but 
also provide new environments and networks for self-expression 
(enablement). 

3.  What strategies do individuals use to navigate these tensions? 
They may conceal identity, form alternative support networks, or 
selectively engage with different communities. 

7.5.1 Household Dynamics and Power Relations 
1.  How does migration affect household power dynamics? 

Changes in income and employment can shift authority, with 
some individuals gaining or losing power within the household. 

2.  Can migration lead to greater gender equality? Yes, in some 
cases, women gain economic independence, but inequalities may 
persist or reappear in new forms. 

3.  Why might traditional roles persist? Cultural norms, religious 
beliefs, and social expectations may reinforce existing gender 
roles even in new environments. 

7.5.2 Community Organisations and Gender Hierarchies 
1. How are gender hierarchies reproduced in diaspora 

organisations? Men often dominate leadership roles, while 
women are assigned supportive or informal roles. 

2.  What roles do women play in community structures? Women 
often organise events, provide social support, and maintain 
cultural practices, even if they lack formal authority. 

3.  How can these hierarchies be challenged? Through advocacy, 
leadership participation, education, and the creation of women-
led organisations. 

7.5.3 Intersectionality and Complex Identities 
1.  What is intersectionality? Intersectionality, developed by 

Kimberlé Crenshaw, explains how multiple identities (race, 
gender, class, etc.) interact to shape experiences of inequality. 

2.  How does it deepen our understanding of migration? It 
reveals that migration experiences are shaped by overlapping 
systems of power, not a single factor. 
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3. Why is it important to consider multiple identities? Individuals 
experience migration differently depending on their combined 
social positions, leading to varied opportunities and challenges. 
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Unit 4   Intersectionality, Race and Belonging 
 
Unit Structure 
 
4.1  Introduction 
4.2  Learning Outcomes 
4.3  Intersectionality and the Structuring of Migrant Experiences 

4.3.1 Intersectionality: Beyond Single-Axis Analysis 
4.3.2 Legal Status, Class and Precarity 
4.3.3 Intersectionality in Everyday Life 

4.4  Racialisation, Identity and Mental Wellbeing 
4.4.1 Understanding Racialisation 
4.4.2 Racism, Exclusion and Identity Formation 
4.4.3 Mental Wellbeing and the Burden of Exclusion 

4.5  Belonging, Identity and Generational Experience  
4.5.1 Civic, Ethnic and Cosmopolitan Belonging 
4.5.2 Second- and Third-Generation Experiences 
4.5.3 The Politics of Belonging 

4.6  Summary  
4.7  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
4.8  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises  
 

 

4.1  Introduction 
 
To understand diaspora in its fullest sense, one must move beyond 
single-axis analyses of identity and instead engage with the complex 
interplay of race, class, gender, legal status, and other axes of difference. 
Migration does not simply relocate individuals geographically; it 
repositions them within new hierarchies of power, privilege, and 
exclusion. These hierarchies are neither neutral nor uniform; they are 
structured through historically rooted systems such as racism, 
capitalism, patriarchy, and state governance (Anthias, 2012; Castles et 
al., 2014). It is within this context that the concept of intersectionality 
becomes indispensable. First articulated by Crenshaw (1989), 
intersectionality provides a framework for understanding how multiple 
forms of inequality interact to shape lived experiences. For migrants and 
diaspora communities, intersectionality reveals that a single factor never 
determines experiences of inclusion and exclusion. Rather, they are 
produced through the simultaneous and overlapping effects of multiple 
identities and structures. 
 
At the same time, diaspora life is profoundly shaped by processes of 
racialization, how individuals are socially constructed and categorised 
based on perceived racial differences. These processes influence not 
only how migrants are treated in host societies but also how they 
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perceive themselves and their place in the world (Omi & Winant, 
2015)—finally, the question of belonging lies at the heart of the diaspora 
experience. Belonging is not merely about legal status or residence; it is 
about recognition, acceptance, and the ability to claim space within a 
society. Yet, belonging is contested and uneven, particularly for second- 
and third-generation migrants who must navigate multiple and 
sometimes conflicting identities (Yuval-Davis, 2011). 
 
This unit brings these strands together. It examines how intersectionality 
shapes migrant experiences, how racialisation structures identity and 
wellbeing, and how different forms of belonging are negotiated across 
generations. As you engage with this unit, consider: Is belonging ever 
fully attainable in diaspora, or is it always partial and conditional? 
 
4.2  Learning Outcomes 
 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Apply intersectional frameworks to analyse how race, class, 

gender, and legal status shape migrant experiences.  
• Examine processes of racialisation and their effects on identity 

and mental wellbeing.  
• Evaluate competing conceptions of belonging—civic, ethnic, and 

cosmopolitan.  
• Critically analyse second- and third-generation diaspora 

experiences.  
 

 
4.3  Intersectionality and the Structuring of Migrant  

Experiences 
 
4.3.1 Intersectionality: Beyond Single-Axis Analysis 
 
Intersectionality emerged as a critique of frameworks that treated 
categories such as race or gender as separate and independent. Crenshaw 
(1989) demonstrated that Black women’s experiences could not be 
understood through race or gender alone; rather, these categories 
intersected to produce unique forms of marginalisation. 
 
In migration studies, this insight is particularly powerful. Migrants are 
not simply “migrants”; they are racialised, gendered, classed, and legally 
positioned subjects (Anthias, 2012). Each of these dimensions interacts 
to shape opportunities and constraints. 
 
For example: 
• A highly skilled migrant with legal status may experience 

privilege despite racial discrimination  
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• An undocumented migrant may face extreme vulnerability 
regardless of skill level  

• A female migrant worker may experience both economic 
opportunity and gendered exploitation  

Thus, intersectionality allows us to move beyond simplistic narratives 
and understand migration as a multi-layered social process. Mahler and 
Pessar’s (2001) concept of “gendered geographies of power” further 
emphasises how power operates across scales, from the household to the 
global economy, shaping migration experiences. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What is intersectionality, and why is it important in migration 

studies?  
2. How do multiple identities interact to shape migrant experiences?  
3. What are the limitations of single-axis analysis?  
 
4.3.2 Legal Status, Class and Precarity 
 
One of the most critical intersectional factors in migration is legal status. 
Whether an individual is documented, undocumented, a refugee, or a 
citizen profoundly affects their access to rights, resources, and 
opportunities (De Genova, 2002). Legal status intersects with class and 
race to produce varying degrees of precarity. For instance: 
• Undocumented migrants often work in the informal sector with 

little protection  
• Refugees may face barriers to employment and social integration  
• Even highly skilled migrants may encounter racial discrimination  
Precarity, in this sense, is not accidental; it is structurally produced. 
Migration regimes often create “differential inclusion,” where migrants 
are included in labour markets but excluded from full citizenship rights 
(Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013). In the Nigerian diaspora, these dynamics 
are evident in the contrast between highly skilled professionals and 
irregular migrants, whose experiences differ significantly despite shared 
national origins. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How does legal status shape migrant experiences?  
2. What is differential inclusion?  
3. How do class and race intersect with legal status?  
 
4.3.3 Intersectionality in Everyday Life 
 
Intersectionality is not only a theoretical framework; it is lived in 
everyday experiences. Migrants navigate multiple identities 
simultaneously, adjusting behaviour depending on context. 
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For example: 
• A Nigerian woman in the UK may experience racism in public spaces 

and gender expectations within her community  
• A young migrant may experience generational conflict alongside racial 

exclusion  
These experiences highlight that identity is context-dependent and 
relational (Yuval-Davis, 2011). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How is intersectionality experienced in everyday life?  
2. Why is identity context-dependent?  
3. How do migrants navigate multiple identities?  
 
4.4  Racialisation, Identity and Mental Wellbeing 
 
4.4.1 Understanding Racialisation 
 
Racialisation refers to the socio-historical process through which 
individuals and groups are categorised, differentiated, and assigned 
meanings based on perceived physical and cultural characteristics. As 
developed by Michael Omi and Howard Winant (2015), racialisation is 
not a fixed or biological reality but a dynamic and politically constructed 
process embedded in systems of power. In diaspora contexts, 
racialisation often restructures identity in profound ways. Migrants who 
may have been identified primarily through ethnicity, nationality, or 
religion in their home countries are frequently reclassified into broader 
racial categories in host societies. For instance, African migrants, 
including Nigerians, are often subsumed under a generalised “Black” 
identity, which may obscure internal diversity related to language, 
culture, and class. 
 

This process has several implications: 
• It homogenises diverse identities, reducing complex cultural 

backgrounds into simplified racial labels  
• It reinforces stereotypes, often linked to historical legacies of 

colonialism and slavery  
• It structures access to opportunities, influencing employment, 

education, and social mobility  
Thus, racialisation operates as a mechanism of social ordering, shaping 
both external perceptions and internal self-understandings. It is central 
to understanding inequality in diaspora because it determines how 
individuals are positioned within broader racial hierarchies. 
 

Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What is racialisation?  
2. How does it affect diaspora communities?  
3. Why is race considered a social construct?  
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4.4.2 Racism, Exclusion and Identity Formation 
 
Racism, as both a structural and everyday phenomenon, plays a critical 
role in shaping diasporic identity. Philomena Essed (1991) highlights 
how everyday racism, routine, and often subtle forms of discrimination 
permeate daily interactions, from workplace dynamics to social 
encounters. For migrants, experiences of racism may include: 
• Discrimination in employment and housing  
• Stereotyping and microaggressions  
• Social exclusion and marginalisation  
These experiences significantly influence how individuals perceive 
themselves and their place in society. However, the relationship between 
racism and identity is complex and paradoxical. 
On one hand, racism can lead to: 
• Alienation and identity fragmentation, as individuals feel 

excluded from the dominant society  
• Internalised stigma, where negative stereotypes affect self-

perception  
On the other hand, racism can also generate: 
• Collective solidarity, as shared experiences of exclusion, fosters 

group cohesion  
• Political consciousness, encouraging activism and resistance  
• Reaffirmation of cultural identity, as individuals seek strength in 

their heritage  
Historically, diasporic communities have mobilised around racial 
injustice, transforming exclusion into a basis for collective identity and 
social movements. Nevertheless, it is crucial not to romanticise this 
process; the burdens of racism remain deeply unequal and often harmful. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. How does racism influence identity formation?  
2. Can discrimination lead to solidarity?  
3. What are the limits of this perspective?  
 
4.4.3 Mental Wellbeing and the Burden of Exclusion 
 
Migration is not only a socio-economic process but also a psychological 
one. Dinesh Bhugra (2004) emphasises that migration involves 
significant stressors, including cultural adjustment, loss of familiar 
environments, and uncertainty about the future. When combined with 
racialisation and discrimination, these stressors can have profound 
implications for mental wellbeing. Migrants and diaspora members may 
experience: 
• Chronic stress and anxiety, linked to discrimination and 

insecurity  
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• Identity conflict, particularly among second-generation 
individuals  

• Feelings of isolation and alienation, especially in contexts of 
exclusion  

Second-generation migrants often face identity dissonance, navigating 
between parental expectations rooted in heritage culture and the norms 
of the host society. This can lead to psychological tension and a sense of 
not fully belonging in either context. However, it is equally important to 
recognise sources of resilience. Protective factors include: 
• Strong family and community networks  
• Religious and cultural practices that provide meaning and 

stability  
• Access to supportive institutions and inclusive social 

environments  
Thus, mental wellbeing in diaspora is shaped by a balance between 
structural constraints and available support systems. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What mental health challenges do migrants face?  
2. How does racism contribute to psychological stress?  
3. What factors promote resilience?  
 
4.5  Belonging, Identity and Generational Experience  
 
4.5.1 Civic, Ethnic and Cosmopolitan Belonging 
 
Belonging is a multidimensional and layered concept that extends 
beyond legal status to encompass emotional, cultural, and social 
recognition. Nira Yuval-Davis (2011) identifies three key forms of 
belonging: 
• Civic belonging: Rooted in legal citizenship, rights, and formal 

membership in a state  
• Ethnic belonging: Based on shared culture, language, ancestry, 

and traditions  
• Cosmopolitan belonging: Grounded in global identities that 

transcend national boundaries  
For migrants, these forms often intersect but do not always align. For 
example, an individual may possess full citizenship rights (civic 
belonging) yet still experience exclusion due to racial or cultural 
differences (limited ethnic belonging). Cosmopolitan belonging offers 
an alternative framework, emphasising openness, mobility, and global 
interconnectedness. However, it is often more accessible to privileged 
groups, such as highly skilled migrants, than to those facing economic 
or legal constraints. Thus, belonging must be understood as uneven and 
stratified, shaped by structural inequalities as well as individual 
experiences. 
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Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What are the different forms of belonging?  
2. How can they conflict?  
3. What is cosmopolitan belonging?  
 
4.5.2 Second- and Third-Generation Experiences 
 
Second- and third-generation migrants occupy a distinctive position 
within the diaspora. Born or raised in the host society, they often possess 
linguistic fluency, cultural familiarity, and legal citizenship. Yet, despite 
these advantages, they may still be perceived as “outsiders” due to 
racialisation. Alejandro Portes and Rubén G. Rumbaut (2001) describe 
this dynamic through the concept of segmented assimilation, which 
suggests that integration pathways vary across groups depending on 
structural conditions. Key challenges include: 
• Identity negotiation, balancing heritage and host cultures  
• Questions of authenticity, from both diaspora and homeland 

perspectives  
• Experiences of exclusion, despite formal inclusion  
For example, second-generation Nigerians in the UK or US may identify 
as both Nigerian and British/American, yet encounter pressures to 
“choose” or justify their identity. These experiences highlight the 
complexity of belonging in diaspora. At the same time, younger 
generations often develop hybrid identities, creatively blending cultural 
elements to form new expressions of self. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
1. What challenges do second-generation migrants face?  
2. What is segmented assimilation?  
3. How do generational differences shape identity?  
 
4.5.3 The Politics of Belonging 
 
Belonging is not merely a personal feeling; political and institutional 
forces structure it. Nira Yuval-Davis (2011) conceptualises the politics 
of belonging as the processes through which boundaries of inclusion and 
exclusion are constructed and maintained. 
These boundaries are shaped by: 
• State policies, such as citizenship laws and immigration 

regulations  
• Institutional practices, including education, employment, and 

policing  
• Cultural narratives, which define who is considered “insider” or 

“outsider”  
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For migrants, belonging is therefore conditional and contested. Inclusion 
in one domain (e.g., legal status) does not guarantee acceptance in others 
(e.g., cultural recognition). 
 
Moreover, belonging is dynamic; it can change over time as individuals 
navigate different contexts and as societal attitudes evolve. A critical 
question remains: Can belonging ever be fully achieved in diaspora? 
While some individuals may experience strong integration, many 
encounter ongoing negotiation and partial inclusion. This suggests that 
belonging is best understood not as a fixed state but as a continuous 
process. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 
 
1. What is the politics of belonging?  
2. How do institutions shape inclusion and exclusion?  
3. Can belonging ever be fully achieved?  
 

 
 
4.6  Summary  

 
This unit has examined the intricate relationships between 
intersectionality, racialisation, and belonging in diaspora contexts. It has 
been demonstrated that migrant experiences are shaped by multiple, 
overlapping systems of power, including race, class, gender, and legal 
status. Racialisation was shown to be a central mechanism through 
which inequality is structured, influencing both external treatment and 
internal identity formation. At the same time, experiences of racism 
have complex effects, generating both exclusion and forms of solidarity. 
The concept of belonging emerged as multifaceted and contested, 
encompassing legal, cultural, and emotional dimensions. For second- 
and third-generation migrants, these dynamics are particularly 
pronounced, highlighting the ongoing negotiation of identity across 
generations. Ultimately, diaspora identity is not fixed but dynamic, 
shaped by structural forces, lived experiences, and continuous processes 
of negotiation and transformation. 
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4.8  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises  

 
8.3.1 Intersectionality: Beyond Single-Axis Analysis 
1.  What is intersectionality, and why is it important in 

migration studies? Intersectionality, introduced by Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, explains how multiple identities (race, gender, class, 
legal status) interact to shape experiences. It is important because 
migrant experiences cannot be understood through a single factor. 

2.  How do multiple identities interact to shape migrant 
experiences? They combine to produce unique outcomes; for 
example, legal status, race, and gender together determine access 
to opportunities or exposure to discrimination. 
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3.  What are the limitations of single-axis analysis? It 
oversimplifies reality by focusing on one factor and ignoring how 
different identities overlap and influence each other. 

8.3.2 Legal Status, Class and Precarity 
1.  How does legal status shape migrant experiences? Legal status 

determines access to rights, jobs, healthcare, and security, making 
it a key factor in shaping opportunities and vulnerability. 

2.  What is differential inclusion? It refers to migrants being 
included in society (e.g., as workers) but excluded from full 
rights and citizenship. 

3.  How do class and race intersect with legal status? They 
influence the level of privilege or disadvantage; for example, 
wealthy migrants may have more protection, while racial 
minorities may face added discrimination. 

8.3.3 Intersectionality in Everyday Life 
1.  How is intersectionality experienced in everyday life? Through 

daily interactions, migrants face overlapping challenges, such as 
racism, gender expectations, and economic pressures. 

2.  Why is identity context-dependent? Individuals adjust how 
they express identity depending on social settings, such as work, 
home, or public spaces. 

3.  How do migrants navigate multiple identities? By adapting 
behaviour, language, and practices to fit different environments 
while balancing cultural expectations. 

8.4.1 Understanding Racialisation 
1. Racialisation is the process by which groups are socially 

constructed and assigned racial meanings. It shapes identity, 
status, and access to resources.  

2. It affects diaspora communities by categorising them into 
simplified racial groups, reinforcing stereotypes and inequalities.  

3. Race is a social construct because it is created through historical 
and political processes, not biological differences.  

8.4.2 Racism, Exclusion and Identity Formation 
1. Racism shapes identity by influencing self-perception and social 

positioning.  
2. Yes, shared discrimination can foster solidarity and collective 

identity.  
3. However, this perspective is limited because it may overlook 

psychological harm and unequal impacts.  
8.4.3 Mental Wellbeing 
1. Migrants face stress, anxiety, identity conflict, and isolation.  
2. Racism contributes to creating chronic stress and exclusion.  
3. Community, culture, and supportive institutions support 

resilience.  
8.5.1 Forms of Belonging 
1. Civic (legal), ethnic (cultural), and cosmopolitan (global).  
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2. They conflict when legal inclusion does not translate into cultural 
acceptance.  

3. Cosmopolitan belonging emphasises global identity beyond 
national boundaries.  

8.5.2 Generational Experiences 
1. Identity conflict, exclusion, and authenticity challenges.  
2. Segmented assimilation explains varied integration pathways.  
3. Generational differences shape identity through different 

socialisation contexts.  
8.5.3 Politics of Belonging 
1. It refers to how inclusion and exclusion are politically 

constructed.  
2. Institutions shape access to rights and recognition.  
3. Belonging is often partial and negotiated rather than fully 

achieved.  
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MODULE 3   REFUGEES, FORCED MIGRATION AND  
   INTEGRATION 
 
Unit 1  Causes and Typologies of Forced Migration 
Unit 2  Social and Psychological Impacts of  

Forced Displacement. 
Unit 3  Integration Challenges and Host Society Dynamics 
Unit 4  Children, Youth and Unaccompanied  

Minors in Displacement 
 
 
Unit 1  Causes and Typologies of Forced Migration 
 
Unit Structure 
 
1.1  Introduction 
1.2 Learning Outcomes 
1.3  Typologies of Forced Migration 

1.3.1 Refugees in International Law 
1.3.2 Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) 
1.3.3 Stateless Persons 
1.3.4 Economic Migrants vs Forced Migrants 

1.4  Drivers of Forced Migration 
1.4.1 Political Instability and Violent Conflict 
1.4.2 Ethnic, Religious and Identity-Based Persecution 
1.4.3 Environmental and Climate-Induced Displacement 
1.4.4 Economic Collapse and Structural Inequality 

1.5  The Social Construction of the “Refugee” 
1.5.1 Labelling, Power and Legitimacy 
1.5.2 Inclusion, Exclusion and Inequality 
1.5.3 Media Representation and Public Perception 
1.5.4 Consequences for Protection and Rights 

1.7  Summary 
1.8  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
 

 

1.1  Introduction 
 
Forced migration has become one of the most defining global challenges 
of the 21st century, reshaping societies, economies, and political 
systems across continents. Unlike voluntary migration, which is 
typically driven by economic aspirations or personal choice, forced 
migration occurs when individuals or groups are compelled to leave 
their homes due to threats to their lives, livelihoods, or freedoms. These 
threats may arise from armed conflict, political persecution, 
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environmental disasters, or structural inequalities embedded within 
global systems. 
 
As a student of migration studies, it is essential to understand that forced 
migration is not a singular or uniform experience. Rather, it is a complex 
phenomenon that encompasses diverse categories of people, each 
defined by specific legal frameworks and socio-political contexts. Terms 
such as “refugees,” “internally displaced persons” (IDPs), “stateless 
persons,” and “economic migrants” are not merely descriptive labels; 
they carry significant legal, political, and humanitarian implications. 
This unit, therefore, introduces you to the foundational concepts 
required to understand forced migration. It examines the typologies used 
to classify displaced populations, explores the major drivers of 
displacement, and critically interrogates how the category of “refugee” 
itself is socially constructed and politically contested. 
 
As you engage with this material, you should think critically about how 
definitions shape policy responses, whose suffering is recognised, and 
whose is marginalised within global protection systems. 
 

 
1.2 Learning Outcomes 

 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Distinguish between refugees, internally displaced persons 

(IDPs), stateless persons, and economic migrants within 
international legal frameworks.  

• Analyse political, ethnic, environmental, and climate-induced 
drivers of forced displacement.  

• Critically evaluate how the label “refugee” is socially and 
politically constructed.  

• Assess the implications of classification systems for access to 
protection and rights.  

• Apply theoretical insights to contemporary forced migration 
contexts.  
 
 
1.3  Typologies of Forced Migration 

 
Understanding forced migration begins with a clear grasp of its 
categories. These typologies are grounded in international law but are 
also shaped by political interests and institutional practices. 
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1.3.1 Refugees in International Law 
 
The concept of a refugee is formally defined under the 1951 Refugee 
Convention. A refugee is a person who, owing to a well-founded fear of 
persecution based on race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group, or political opinion, is outside their country of 
nationality and unable or unwilling to return (UNHCR, 2011). 
This definition highlights three critical elements: 
• Persecution: Must involve serious harm or threat.  
• Cross-border movement: Refugees must leave their country.  
• Lack of protection: Their home state cannot or will not protect 

them.  
However, scholars argue that this definition is limited because it reflects 
post-World War II European experiences and does not fully capture 
contemporary realities such as environmental displacement (Betts, 
2013). 
 
1.3.2 Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) 
 
Internally displaced persons are individuals who have been forced to 
flee their homes but remain within their country’s borders (Internal 
Displacement Monitoring Centre [IDMC], 2023). 
Unlike refugees, IDPs: 
• Do not cross international borders.  
• Remain under the jurisdiction of their own government.  
• Often lack formal international protection mechanisms.  
This creates a paradox: those who may be most vulnerable often receive 
the least protection due to sovereignty constraints (Cohen & Deng, 
2009). 
 
1.3.3 Stateless Persons 
 
Stateless persons are individuals who are not recognised as nationals by 
any state under its laws (UNHCR, 2014). Statelessness may arise due to 
discriminatory nationality laws, state succession and administrative 
barriers. Without citizenship, individuals lack access to fundamental 
rights such as education, healthcare, and legal employment. 
Statelessness often intersects with forced migration, compounding 
vulnerability. 
 
1.3.4 Economic Migrants vs Forced Migrants 
 
Economic migrants move primarily to improve their living standards. 
However, the distinction between economic and forced migration is not 
always clear-cut. 
For example: 
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• A person fleeing extreme poverty caused by climate change  
• A farmer displaced by desertification  
Are these individuals “economic migrants” or “forced migrants”? 
Scholars argue that such binaries are overly simplistic and fail to capture 
the structural drivers of displacement (Castles, 2003). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 1 
1. Define a refugee according to international law.  
2. Differentiate between refugees and internally displaced persons.  
3. Explain why stateless persons are particularly vulnerable.  
4. Discuss the limitations of the economic vs forced migrant 

distinction.  
 
1.4  Drivers of Forced Migration 
 
Forced migration does not arise from a single cause; rather, it is 
produced through interconnected structural, political, and environmental 
forces. Understanding these drivers requires moving beyond isolated 
explanations to recognise how they interact to create conditions in which 
remaining in place becomes impossible. 
 
1.4.1 Political Instability and Violent Conflict 
 
Armed conflict remains one of the most visible and immediate drivers of 
forced displacement. Wars, insurgencies, and state repression disrupt 
social order and expose populations to life-threatening risks. These 
include civil wars, ethnic conflicts, authoritarian governance, and 
militarised violence. Conflict produces displacement in multiple ways. It 
may occur as: 
• A direct consequence of violence (bombings, killings, destruction 

of homes)  
• A strategic tool, where armed actors deliberately displace 

populations to gain territorial or political advantage  
As noted by Anthony H. Richmond (1994), forced migration is often 
embedded in broader systems of global inequality and geopolitical 
struggle. Displacement is therefore not accidental but structurally linked 
to power and control. 
 
1.4.2 Ethnic, Religious and Identity-Based Persecution 
 
Forced migration is frequently driven by targeted persecution based on 
identity, including ethnicity, religion, nationality, or political affiliation. 
In such contexts, individuals are not simply caught in generalised 
violence; they are specifically targeted for who they are. Forms of 
persecution include: 
• Legal discrimination and exclusion  
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• Cultural suppression and denial of identity  
• Physical violence, including ethnic cleansing  
These dynamics are central to the legal definition of a refugee, yet 
recognition often depends on political considerations. As such, 
responses to persecution are uneven across different global contexts. 
 
1.4.3 Environmental and Climate-Induced Displacement 
 
Environmental change has emerged as a critical driver of displacement 
in the 21st century. Events such as flooding, drought, desertification, 
and rising sea levels disrupt livelihoods and render entire regions 
uninhabitable. Importantly, climate change acts as a “threat multiplier”, 
intensifying existing vulnerabilities such as poverty and political 
instability (Black et al., 2011). For example: 
• Drought may lead to food insecurity  
• Resource scarcity may trigger conflict  
• Environmental degradation may collapse local economies  
Despite its growing importance, international law does not formally 
recognise “climate refugees,” leaving affected populations in a legal and 
protection gap. 
 
1.4.4 Economic Collapse and Structural Inequality 
 
Economic factors are often treated as voluntary drivers of migration. 
However, in cases of severe economic collapse, migration becomes a 
necessity rather than a choice. Structural drivers include: 
• Global economic inequality  
• Debt crises and austerity measures  
• Loss of livelihoods due to global market shifts  
Saskia Sassen (2014) argues that such processes lead to “expulsions,” 
where individuals are systematically pushed out of economic systems. In 
this sense, economic displacement can be understood as a form of 
structurally induced forced migration. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 2 – Answers 
1.  Identify three major drivers of forced migration. Three major 

drivers include: 
• Armed conflict and political instability  
• Persecution based on identity (ethnic, religious, political)  
• Environmental and climate-related factors 

These drivers often overlap and reinforce one another.  
2.  Explain how climate change contributes to displacement. 

Climate change contributes to displacement by causing 
environmental degradation, natural disasters, and resource 
scarcity. These effects undermine livelihoods, particularly in 
agriculture-dependent communities, forcing people to migrate. 
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3.  Discuss the relationship between conflict and forced 
migration. Conflict leads to displacement through violence, 
insecurity, and the destruction of infrastructure. It may also be 
used deliberately to remove populations from contested areas, 
making displacement both a consequence and a strategy of 
conflict. 

4.  Evaluate whether economic collapse should be considered a 
driver of forced migration. 

 
Yes, when economic conditions become so severe that survival is 
threatened, migration becomes compulsory. Structural 
inequalities and global economic systems can create conditions 
where individuals have no viable option but to leave. 

 
1.5  The Social Construction of the “Refugee” 
 
The category of “refugee” is not simply a neutral legal designation; it is 
socially and politically constructed. It reflects historical contexts, 
institutional practices, and power relations that determine who is 
recognised as deserving protection. 
 
1.5.1 Labelling, Power and Legitimacy 
 
Labels such as “refugee,” “asylum seeker,” and “migrant” are not 
merely descriptive; they are gatekeeping mechanisms that determine 
access to rights and resources. As argued by Roger Zetter (2007), the 
process of labelling is inherently political. States and institutions may: 
• Expand or restrict definitions  
• Apply categories selectively  
• Use labels to justify policy decisions  
Thus, recognition as a refugee is not only about need but also about 
political legitimacy. 
 
1.5.2 Inclusion, Exclusion and Inequality 
 
The refugee regime creates structured inequalities: 
• Those recognised as refugees gain protection  
• Others remain excluded, even in similar conditions  
This leads to what scholars describe as hierarchies of suffering, where 
some forms of displacement are prioritised over others. 
 
1.5.3 Media Representation and Public Perception 
 
The media plays a central role in shaping how refugees are perceived. 
According to Victoria M. Esses et al. (2013), media narratives often 
frame refugees in polarised ways: 
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• As vulnerable victims deserving sympathy  
• As threats to security or economic stability  
These representations influence public opinion and, ultimately, policy 
responses. 
 
1.5.4 Consequences for Protection and Rights 
 
The classification of individuals as refugees has direct consequences for 
access to asylum, humanitarian assistance and long-term integration 
opportunities. Exclusion from refugee status often results in legal 
invisibility, leaving individuals without protection or rights. 
Self-Assessment Exercise 3 – Answers 
1.  Explain what is meant by the social construction of the 

refugee label. It means that the category “refugee” is shaped by 
political, historical, and institutional factors rather than being 
purely objective. 

2.  Discuss how political interests influence refugee classification. 
Governments may restrict or expand refugee definitions based on 
national interests, security concerns, or diplomatic relations. 

3.  Analyse the role of media in shaping public perceptions of 
refugees. Media influences whether refugees are seen as victims 
or threats, shaping public attitudes and policy decisions. 
4. Evaluate the consequences of exclusion from refugee status. 
Exclusion leads to a lack of legal protection, limited access to 
services, and increased vulnerability to exploitation. 

 
1.6  Implications of Forced Migration Typologies 
 
Typologies are not merely academic tools; they have real-world 
consequences for how displaced populations are treated. Different 
categories determine legal rights, access to humanitarian aid and policy 
responses. 
For example: 
• Refugees benefit from international protection frameworks  
• IDPs depend on national governments  
• Stateless persons often lack any formal protection  
These distinctions shape life chances and can determine access to safety, 
dignity, and survival. 
 

 
 
1.7  Summary 

 
This unit has demonstrated that forced migration is a multi-dimensional 
and deeply political phenomenon. You have examined how: 
• Displacement is driven by interconnected forces such as conflict, 

persecution, environmental change, and economic inequality  
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• Legal categories shape access to protection, but do not always 
reflect lived realities  

• The concept of the “refugee” is socially constructed and 
politically contested  

Ultimately, forced migration must be understood not only as a 
humanitarian issue but also as a reflection of global inequalities, 
governance systems, and power relations. 
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Unit 2  Social and Psychological Impacts of Forced  
Displacement 
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2.6.4 Resilience, Agency, and the Rebuilding of Life 

2.7  Summary 
2.8  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
2.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

 
2.1  Introduction 

 
To understand forced migration fully, one must move beyond legal 
definitions and structural causes into the lived realities of displacement. 
Forced migration is not merely a physical relocation; it is a profound 
rupture of identity, belonging, and social continuity. It disrupts not only 
where people live, but how they live, who they are, and how they relate 
to others. Imagine, for a moment, what it means to leave behind your 
home not by choice but by necessity, often abruptly, sometimes 
violently. Homes are abandoned, livelihoods are lost, families are 
separated, and familiar social networks are fractured. In such 
circumstances, displacement becomes not just a geographical transition 
but an existential crisis. 
 
This unit examines the social and psychological consequences of forced 
migration. It explores how trauma, loss, and disrupted social structures 
affect individuals and communities. It also interrogates how broader 
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social determinants—such as poverty, legal status, and access to 
services—shape mental health outcomes among displaced populations. 
Finally, the unit evaluates culturally sensitive and community-based 
approaches to psychosocial support, recognising that healing and 
resilience are deeply embedded in social and cultural contexts. 
 
As you engage with this unit, reflect critically on the following question: 
What does it mean to rebuild a life after forced displacement? The 
answer lies at the intersection of psychology, sociology, and policy. 
 
 

 
2.2  Learning Outcomes 

 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Examine the psychosocial consequences of forced migration, 

including trauma, grief, and loss.  
• Analyse the social determinants that influence mental health 

outcomes among displaced populations.  
• Evaluate the role of disrupted social networks and identities in 

shaping refugee experiences.  
• Assess community-based and culturally sensitive approaches to 

psychosocial support.  
• Apply theoretical insights to real-world displacement contexts.  
 
2.3  Psychosocial Consequences of Forced Displacement 
 
Forced displacement profoundly affects both the psychological well-
being of individuals and the social fabric of communities. These effects 
are often layered, cumulative, and long-lasting. 
 
2.3.1 Trauma, Violence, and Psychological Distress 
 
One of the most widely documented impacts of forced migration is 
trauma. Many displaced persons have experienced or witnessed extreme 
violence, including armed conflict, torture, sexual violence, and the loss 
of loved ones. Trauma in this context is not a singular event but a 
continuum: 
• Pre-displacement trauma (e.g., war, persecution)  
• Displacement-related trauma (e.g., dangerous journeys, 

exploitation)  
• Post-displacement stressors (e.g., uncertainty, poverty)  
Research shows high prevalence rates of conditions such as post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, and anxiety among 
refugee populations (Fazel et al., 2005). However, it is important to 
avoid pathologising all refugees. Not all displaced persons develop 
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mental disorders; many demonstrate remarkable resilience. Moreover, 
trauma is shaped by cultural interpretations. What is considered 
psychological distress in one context may be expressed differently in 
another. For instance, somatic symptoms (such as headaches or fatigue) 
may be culturally accepted expressions of emotional suffering. 
 
2.3.2 Loss, Grief, and Ambiguous Bereavement 
 
Displacement entails multiple forms of loss: loss of home, loss of 
community, loss of status and identity, and loss of loved ones. Unlike 
conventional grief, displacement often produces what scholars call 
ambiguous loss, a situation in which loss is unclear or unresolved (Boss, 
1999). For example, individuals may not know whether missing family 
members are alive or dead. This ambiguity complicates the grieving 
process. It prevents closure and can lead to prolonged emotional 
distress. Furthermore, displacement disrupts cultural rituals associated 
with mourning. In many societies, funerals and communal grieving are 
essential for emotional healing. Their absence exacerbates psychological 
suffering. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 1 
1. Define trauma in the context of forced migration.  
2. Distinguish between pre-displacement and post-displacement 

stressors.  
3. Explain the concept of ambiguous loss.  
4. Why is it important to consider cultural interpretations of trauma?  
 
2.4  Social Determinants of Mental Health in Displacement 

Contexts 
 
Mental health outcomes among displaced populations are not 
determined solely by past experiences of trauma. Present social 
conditions also shape them. 
 
2.4.1 Legal Status and Uncertainty 
 
Legal status is a critical determinant of well-being. Refugees with secure 
legal status are more likely to access services, employment, and 
education. In contrast, asylum seekers and undocumented migrants often 
live in prolonged uncertainty. This uncertainty manifests in fear of 
deportation, inability to plan for the future, and chronic stress. 
Studies show that prolonged asylum processes are associated with 
worsening mental health outcomes (Silove et al., 1997). Legal precarity 
thus becomes a form of structural violence, perpetuating psychological 
distress. 
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2.4.2 Economic Hardship and Livelihood Insecurity 
 
Displacement frequently results in economic marginalisation. Refugees 
often face: 
• Restrictions on employment  
• Exploitative labour conditions  
• Poverty and dependency on aid  
Economic hardship is closely linked to mental health. The inability to 
provide for oneself or one’s family can lead to feelings of shame, 
frustration, and hopelessness. In many cultures, identity is closely tied to 
economic roles. The loss of livelihood, therefore, becomes not just 
material but deeply psychological. 
 
2.4.3 Housing, Environment, and Living Conditions 
 
Living conditions in refugee camps or urban settlements significantly 
affect well-being. Overcrowding, lack of privacy, and poor sanitation 
contribute to: 
• Stress and anxiety  
• Exposure to violence  
• Deterioration of social relations  
Urban refugees, while sometimes better integrated, may face invisibility 
and exclusion from formal support systems. The environment in which 
displacement occurs thus shapes both individual and collective 
experiences. 
 
2.4.4 Access to Healthcare and Education 
 
Access to healthcare, including mental health services, is often limited 
for displaced populations. Barriers include language differences, cultural 
stigma and financial constraints. Similarly, disruptions in education 
affect not only children but also adults, limiting opportunities for social 
mobility and integration. Education, in particular, serves as a protective 
factor. It provides structure, purpose, and a sense of normalcy. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 2 
1. How does legal status affect mental health among refugees?  
2. Discuss the relationship between economic hardship and 

psychological well-being.  
3. Analyse how living conditions influence social and mental health 

outcomes.  
4. Why is access to education important in displacement contexts?  
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2.5  Disruption of Social Networks and Identity 
 
Forced displacement not only uproots people from physical spaces; it 
dislocates them from the social worlds that give life meaning. The loss 
experienced is therefore not just material but relational and symbolic. 
Relationships, roles, and routines—often taken for granted—are 
fractured, leaving individuals to navigate unfamiliar environments 
without the support systems that once anchored them. 
 
2.5.1 Breakdown of Social Networks 
 
In most societies, individuals are embedded in dense networks of 
kinship, friendship, and community ties. These networks provide 
emotional support, practical assistance, and a sense of security. Forced 
displacement disrupts these connections, often abruptly. Families may 
be separated during conflict or migration journeys. Community 
structures, religious groups, neighbourhood associations, and informal 
support systems are frequently dismantled. In refugee camps or urban 
displacement settings, individuals are often surrounded by strangers 
rather than familiar social circles. 
 
The consequences are profound: 
• Social isolation, particularly among older people and newly 

arrived refugees  
• Reduced coping capacity, as emotional and practical support 

diminishes  
• Heightened vulnerability, especially for women and children  
 
Importantly, the loss of social networks also weakens informal systems 
of accountability and protection. In many contexts, community presence 
acts as a safeguard against exploitation and abuse. Its absence increases 
risk. Yet, displaced populations often demonstrate agency by rebuilding 
networks in new environments, forming associations, religious groups, 
and support systems that recreate a sense of community, even under 
constrained conditions. 
 
2.5.2 Identity, Belonging, and Cultural Dislocation 
 
Identity is deeply rooted in place, culture, and social roles. When 
individuals are forcibly displaced, these foundations are disrupted. A 
farmer, teacher, or community leader may suddenly find themselves 
unemployed, dependent, or socially invisible. This produces what can be 
described as a cultural dislocation condition in which individuals feel 
detached from the cultural frameworks that once defined their identity. 
Common experiences include: 
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• A sense of loss of self or diminished social status  
• Identity confusion, especially among youth navigating multiple 

cultural expectations  
• Feelings of alienation in host societies  
In response, displaced persons engage in processes of acculturation, 
adapting to new cultural environments while attempting to retain 
elements of their original identity. According to Berry (1997), this 
process can take multiple forms: integration, assimilation, separation, or 
marginalisation. However, acculturation is rarely smooth. It is shaped 
by: 
• Host society attitudes (acceptance vs exclusion)  
• Access to resources and opportunities  
• Experiences of discrimination  
Thus, identity reconstruction in displacement is not simply personal; 
broader social and political conditions structure it. 
 
2.5.3 Gender and Age Dimensions of Displacement 
 
The disruption of social networks and identity is experienced differently 
across gender and age groups. 
• Women often face increased responsibilities alongside 

heightened vulnerability to gender-based violence. At the same 
time, displacement may open new economic or social roles, 
creating both empowerment and strain.  

• Men may experience a loss of traditional provider roles, leading 
to frustration, loss of status, and psychological distress.  

• Children and adolescents are particularly affected, as 
displacement interrupts education, social development, and 
identity formation.  

These differences highlight that displacement is not a uniform 
experience. Rather, it is shaped by intersecting social positions that 
influence both vulnerability and resilience. 
 
2.6  Community-Based and Culturally Sensitive Psychosocial  

Support 
 
In the face of profound disruption, displaced populations do not remain 
passive. They actively seek ways to rebuild meaning, restore dignity, 
and re-establish social connections. Effective psychosocial support must 
therefore move beyond narrow clinical approaches and engage with the 
social and cultural realities of displacement. 
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2.6.1 Rethinking Western Clinical Models 
 
Conventional mental health frameworks often prioritise diagnosis, 
individual therapy, and biomedical treatment. While valuable, these 
approaches have limitations in displacement contexts. They may: 
• Focus too narrowly on individual pathology rather than collective 

suffering  
• Overlook cultural interpretations of distress  
• Be inaccessible due to language, cost, or stigma  
As Derek Summerfield argues, applying Western psychiatric categories 
without cultural adaptation risks misunderstanding the lived experiences 
of displaced populations. 
 
2.6.2 Community-Based Approaches to Healing 
 
In many cultures, healing is inherently social. Community-based 
approaches recognise that recovery from trauma is not only an 
individual process but a collective one. Such approaches include: 
• Peer support groups, where individuals share experiences and 

coping strategies  
• Community dialogues, fostering collective understanding and 

reconciliation  
• Religious and cultural practices, which provide meaning, 

continuity, and emotional support  
These interventions are often more accessible and culturally resonant 
than formal clinical services. They also help rebuild the social fabric that 
displacement has disrupted. 
 
2.6.3 Cultural Sensitivity and Local Knowledge 
 
For psychosocial interventions to be effective, they must align with local 
beliefs and practices. Cultural sensitivity involves more than translation; 
it requires a deep understanding of how communities interpret suffering, 
healing, and wellbeing. This includes: 
• Recognising non-Western expressions of distress (e.g., somatic 

symptoms)  
• Integrating traditional healing practices  
• Engaging community leaders and trusted institutions  

Culturally grounded approaches enhance trust, participation, and 
long-term impact. 

 
2.6.4 Resilience, Agency, and the Rebuilding of Life 
 
Despite the hardships of displacement, many individuals and 
communities demonstrate remarkable resilience. Resilience should not 
be understood as an inherent trait but as a process shaped by social, 
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cultural, and material resources. Key sources of resilience include strong 
social networks, cultural continuity and identity preservation, and access 
to education, livelihoods, and services. Equally important is recognising 
agency. Displaced persons are not merely victims; they are active 
participants in rebuilding their lives, making decisions, forming 
communities, and shaping their futures. 

 
    

2.7  Summary 
 
This unit has taken you beyond abstract definitions of forced migration 
into the lived, human realities of displacement. What emerges clearly is 
that forced migration is not a single event but a prolonged and layered 
experience; one that reshapes identities, disrupts social worlds, and 
challenges psychological wellbeing in profound ways. At the individual 
level, displacement often entails exposure to trauma, loss, and 
uncertainty. Yet, these experiences do not occur in isolation. They are 
embedded within broader social conditions, legal precarity, economic 
hardship, and limited access to services, which can either intensify 
suffering or create pathways for recovery. In this sense, mental health in 
displacement contexts is not simply a clinical issue; it is deeply social 
and structural. At the community level, the breakdown of social 
networks and cultural systems reveals how important relationships and 
collective identities are to human survival. When these are disrupted, 
individuals must renegotiate who they are and where they belong. This 
process is often difficult, particularly in environments marked by 
exclusion or marginalisation. 
 
However, the narrative of displacement is not only one of vulnerability. 
Across contexts, displaced populations demonstrate resilience, 
creativity, and agency. They rebuild communities, sustain cultural 
practices, and develop new forms of belonging even in the most 
constrained circumstances. The unit also underscores a critical lesson for 
policy and practice: effective psychosocial support must move beyond 
narrow, individualised models. It must be culturally grounded, socially 
embedded, and attentive to the voices and experiences of displaced 
people themselves. Ultimately, to rebuild a life after forced displacement 
is to navigate loss while creating new forms of meaning. It is a process 
that requires not only personal strength but also supportive social 
structures, inclusive policies, and collective recognition of shared 
humanity. 
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2.9 Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

Exercise 1 
1. Trauma in forced migration refers to the psychological impact of 

exposure to extreme and often repeated events such as violence, 
persecution, and displacement. It is cumulative and may span pre-
, during-, and post-migration phases.  

2. Pre-displacement stressors include experiences such as war, 
persecution, and violence before leaving home. In contrast, post-
displacement stressors include challenges like legal uncertainty, 
poverty, and social exclusion in the host environment.  

3. Ambiguous loss is a form of unresolved grief where there is no 
clear confirmation of loss (e.g., missing persons), making closure 
difficult and prolonging emotional distress.  

4. Cultural interpretations are important because different societies 
express and understand psychological distress in diverse ways, 
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influencing how trauma is experienced, communicated, and 
treated.  

Exercise 2 
1. Legal status affects mental health by shaping access to rights, 

services, and stability. Insecure or temporary status creates 
uncertainty and chronic stress.  

2. Economic hardship negatively affects wellbeing by limiting 
access to basic needs, undermining dignity, and creating feelings 
of helplessness and frustration.  

3. Poor living conditions—such as overcrowding and insecurity—
contribute to stress, anxiety, and weakened social relationships.  

4. Education provides stability, structure, and hope, while also 
supporting long-term integration and personal development.  

Exercise 3 
1. Displacement disrupts social networks by separating families and 

weakening community ties, reducing essential emotional and 
practical support systems.  

2. Cultural dislocation refers to the loss of connection to familiar 
cultural practices, values, and identity, often leading to alienation.  

3. Acculturation is the process of adapting to a new cultural 
environment; it can be stressful due to cultural conflicts, 

discrimination, and identity struggles.  
4. Gender shapes displacement experiences by influencing roles, 

risks, and opportunities—for example, women may face 
increased vulnerability to violence, while men may struggle with 
loss of traditional roles.  

Exercise 4 
1. Western clinical models may be inadequate because they often 

focus on individual pathology, overlook cultural contexts, and fail 
to address collective experiences of trauma.  

2. Community-based psychosocial support emphasises collective 
healing, social networks, and culturally grounded practices such 
as peer groups and community rituals.  

3. Cultural sensitivity ensures that interventions are relevant, 
acceptable, and effective within specific cultural contexts.  

4. Resilience is the capacity to adapt and recover from adversity. It 
is shaped by social support, cultural continuity, and access to 
resources, rather than being purely an individual trait. 
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3.1  Introduction 

 
Integration is often presented in policy discourse as the natural endpoint 
of forced migration, a stage where refugees and displaced persons 
“settle,” “adapt,” and eventually become part of their host societies. Yet, 
as you will discover in this unit, integration is neither linear nor uniform. 
It is a deeply contested, multidimensional, and often politicised process 
shaped by structural inequalities, institutional frameworks, and social 
attitudes. To understand integration, one must first discard simplistic 
assumptions. Integration is not assimilation; it does not require the 
erasure of identity or culture. Nor is it solely the responsibility of 
refugees. Rather, it is a relational process, a dynamic interaction 
between newcomers and host societies, mediated by policies, 
institutions, and everyday social encounters (Ager & Strang, 2008). 
Imagine arriving in a new country where the language is unfamiliar, 
your professional qualifications are unrecognised, and your legal status 
is uncertain. You may encounter suspicion, discrimination, or even 
hostility. At the same time, you are expected to “integrate”, to find 
work, learn the language, adapt culturally, and contribute economically. 
This expectation often overlooks the structural barriers that make 
integration difficult, if not impossible, for many displaced persons. 
 
This unit, therefore, explores integration as a multi-layered 
phenomenon. It examines theoretical models of integration, identifies 
key barriers faced by refugees, and critically analyses how host society 
attitudes, media narratives, and public discourse shape integration 
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outcomes. Throughout, you are encouraged to think critically about the 
question: Integration into what, and on whose terms? 
 

 
 

3.2  Learning Outcomes 
 
At the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Examine multidimensional models of integration—structural, 

cultural, social, and identificational.  
• Analyse key barriers to refugee integration, including 

discrimination, language barriers, and labour market exclusion.  
• Critically assess the role of host society attitudes and media 

representations in shaping integration outcomes.  
• Evaluate the interplay between policy frameworks and everyday 

experiences of integration.  
• Apply theoretical frameworks to real-world refugee integration 

contexts.  
 

 
3.3  Conceptualising Integration: A Multidimensional  

Framework 
 
To properly understand integration, it is important to move beyond 
narrow or one-dimensional interpretations. Integration does not happen 
in a single space, such as employment or language acquisition, but 
unfolds across several interconnected domains of life. In their influential 
framework, Ager and Strang (2008) argue that integration should be 
seen as a multidimensional and dynamic process, where progress (or 
exclusion) in one domain often affects outcomes in others. 
 
Rather than viewing integration as a final destination, it is more useful to 
think of it as an ongoing journey shaped by access, relationships, 
identity, and belonging. 
 
3.3.1 Structural Integration 
 
At the most visible level, integration is reflected in the ability of 
refugees to access key institutions in the host society. These include 
employment, education, housing, and healthcare—domains that Ager 
and Strang (2008) describe as both the “markers and means” of 
integration. They are markers because they signal inclusion, and means 
because they enable further participation in society. However, the reality 
for many refugees is far more complex. Access to these systems is often 
uneven and shaped by structural inequalities. Legal restrictions may 
limit access to employment; professional qualifications obtained abroad 
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may be disregarded; and housing markets may be stratified in ways that 
confine refugees to marginalised spaces. 
 
Empirical evidence reinforces this point. For instance, refugees 
consistently experience disproportionately high unemployment rates 
compared to native populations, even after extended periods of 
residence (Bloch, 2008). This suggests that exclusion is not simply a 
matter of individual capability but is deeply embedded in systemic 
barriers. Structural integration, therefore, cannot be understood outside 
the broader context of economic inequality and institutional design. 
 
3.3.2 Social Integration 
 
Beyond institutions lies the realm of everyday relationships. Social 
integration concerns the networks and connections that refugees form 
within their communities and with the wider society. 
Ager and Strang (2008) identify three important types of social 
connections: 
• Social bonds, which exist within one’s own ethnic or cultural 

community  
• Social bridges, which connect refugees to other groups in the host 

society  
• Social links, which connect individuals to institutions and formal 

structures  

 
Each of these plays a different role. Social bonds can provide emotional 
support and continuity in unfamiliar environments. Yet, if refugees rely 
exclusively on these internal networks, they may become socially 
isolated from the broader society. Social bridges, on the other hand, are 
essential for broader inclusion but are often difficult to build due to 
discrimination or segregation. 
 
This tension is reflected in wider debates about diversity. Putnam (2007) 
suggests that in the short term, diversity may reduce social trust, a 
tendency he describes as “hunkering down.” However, over time, 
inclusive policies and meaningful interactions can foster stronger, more 
cohesive societies. 
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3.3.3 Cultural Integration 
 
Cultural integration involves the ongoing negotiation between 
maintaining one’s original identity and adapting to new cultural 
contexts. This process is often examined through Berry’s (1997) theory 
of acculturation, which outlines four possible strategies: assimilation, 
integration, separation, and marginalisation. Among these, integration, 
where individuals retain their cultural identity while engaging with the 
host society, is generally seen as the most balanced outcome (Berry, 
1997). Yet, achieving this balance is not always straightforward. Host 
societies may implicitly or explicitly expect assimilation, placing 
pressure on refugees to abandon their cultural practices. At the same 
time, refugees may resist such expectations to preserve their identity. 
The result is often a complex and emotionally charged process of 
negotiation, where identity is continually reshaped. 
 
3.3.4 Identificational Integration 
 
Perhaps the most subtle yet profound dimension of integration is the 
question of belonging. Identificational integration refers to whether 
refugees feel accepted as part of the host society and whether they, in 
turn, identify with it. This dimension moves beyond material access and 
social interaction to address deeper questions: Do refugees feel at home? 
Are they recognised as legitimate members of society? 
 
As Yuval-Davis (2006) argues, belonging is not simply granted; it is 
socially constructed and politically contested. Experiences of 
discrimination, exclusion, or hostile rhetoric can significantly undermine 
this sense of belonging, even when other forms of integration appear 
successful. In this sense, integration is not complete until individuals are 
able to say, with confidence, that they are not merely present in a 
society, but truly part of it. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 1 
1. Explain how structural integration operates as both a “marker” 

and a “means.”  
2. Why can strong social bonds sometimes hinder broader 

integration?  
3. Discuss the tension between assimilation and cultural 

preservation.  
4. How does belonging differ from participation?  
 
3.4  Barriers to Integration 
 
Having examined integration as a multidimensional process, it becomes 
necessary to confront a difficult but unavoidable reality: integration, in 
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practice, is often obstructed by deeply embedded structural, social, and 
institutional barriers. These barriers are not incidental; they are 
constitutive of the very environments into which refugees are expected 
to integrate. One of the most pervasive obstacles is discrimination. 
Refugees frequently encounter exclusion not only in overt forms, such 
as racial abuse or xenophobic violence, but also in subtle, systemic ways 
embedded within institutions. Discrimination may manifest in hiring 
practices where employers discount foreign qualifications, in housing 
markets where landlords prefer “locals,” or in schools where refugee 
children are stigmatised. These experiences are not isolated incidents; 
they form patterns that cumulatively shape integration trajectories. As 
Esses, Medianu, and Lawson (2013) argue, perceptions of refugees as 
economic competitors or cultural threats often underpin discriminatory 
attitudes, particularly in contexts of economic uncertainty or political 
instability. 
 
Language emerges as another powerful axis of exclusion. While policy 
frameworks often emphasise language acquisition as a prerequisite for 
integration, the lived reality is far more complex. Language is not 
merely a technical skill; it is a gateway to participation, dignity, and 
belonging. Without proficiency in the dominant language, refugees may 
struggle to access essential services, navigate bureaucratic systems, or 
form meaningful social connections. Yet, access to language education 
is uneven, and the process of learning is shaped by age, prior education, 
and psychological stress. As Bloch (2008) observes, even highly 
motivated individuals may find themselves trapped in cycles of 
exclusion due to linguistic barriers that are structurally reinforced rather 
than individually determined. 
 
Closely related to this is the issue of credential non-recognition, a 
phenomenon that reveals the paradox of skilled displacement. Many 
refugees arrive with significant educational and professional 
backgrounds, doctors, engineers, teachers, yet find themselves unable to 
practice their professions. Licensing regimes, bureaucratic hurdles, and 
institutional scepticism often render their qualifications invisible. The 
result is not merely economic marginalisation but a profound erosion of 
identity and self-worth. Work, after all, is not just a means of survival; it 
is a source of dignity, purpose, and social recognition. When individuals 
are systematically prevented from exercising their skills, the 
consequences extend far beyond income loss (Castles et al., 2014). 
 
Housing further illustrates how structural inequalities are spatially 
organised. Refugees are frequently concentrated in marginalised 
neighbourhoods characterised by overcrowding, poor infrastructure, and 
limited access to services. Such spatial segregation is not accidental; it 
reflects broader dynamics of urban inequality. As Wacquant (2008) 
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notes, these “advanced marginality” zones often become sites where 
social exclusion is reproduced across generations. Living in such 
environments limits opportunities for interaction with host communities, 
restricts access to quality education and employment, and reinforces 
cycles of disadvantage. 
 
Overlaying all these barriers are legal and policy constraints that shape 
the conditions of possibility for integration. Restrictive asylum policies, 
prolonged processing times, and limitations on employment rights create 
a state of “permanent temporariness” for many refugees. In such 
contexts, individuals are expected to integrate while simultaneously 
being denied the stability necessary to do so. This contradiction 
highlights a fundamental tension within contemporary migration 
governance: the expectation of integration without the provision of 
enabling conditions (Castles et al., 2014). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 2 
1. How do structural barriers differ from individual challenges in 

the integration process?  
2. In what ways does discrimination shape long-term integration 

outcomes?  
3. Why can language acquisition not be understood purely as an 

individual responsibility?  
4. Discuss the psychological implications of credential non-

recognition.  
 
3.5  Host Society Attitudes, Media, and Public Discourse 
 
If integration were solely a matter of institutional access, it might be 
addressed through policy reform alone. However, integration is equally 
shaped by the symbolic and discursive environments in which refugees 
are situated. Host society attitudes, media representations, and political 
narratives play a role in defining who belongs and who does not. The 
media, in particular, functions as a powerful site of meaning-making. 
Through images, headlines, and narratives, it constructs public 
understandings of refugees. These representations are rarely neutral. 
Refugees are often depicted through binary frames, as either vulnerable 
victims deserving compassion or as threatening outsiders posing risks to 
security and economic stability. Such portrayals simplify complex 
realities and contribute to what Esses et al. (2013) describe as the 
dehumanisation of migrants. When refugees are reduced to abstract 
categories, “waves,” “floods,” or “crises”, their individuality and 
humanity are obscured, making exclusionary policies more palatable to 
the public. 
 



MGS813   MIGRANT TRANSNATIONALISM, REFUGEES AND DIASPORA 

 

126 

 

Political discourse amplifies these dynamics. Migration is frequently 
framed as a security issue, a process that scholars refer to as 
securitisation. According to Huysmans (2006), securitisation transforms 
migration from a humanitarian concern into a matter of national defence, 
thereby justifying extraordinary measures such as border militarisation, 
detention, and deportation. In this framing, refugees are not seen as 
individuals in need of protection but as potential threats to sovereignty 
and social order. Public attitudes, shaped by these narratives, have 
tangible consequences. Negative perceptions can lead to social 
exclusion, reduced opportunities, and even violence. Conversely, 
inclusive attitudes can facilitate integration by fostering trust and 
cooperation. Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis provides an important 
theoretical lens here. It suggests that under appropriate conditions, such 
as equal status, common goals, and institutional support, interaction 
between groups can reduce prejudice. However, such conditions are not 
automatically present; they must be actively cultivated through policy 
and practice. 
 
Civil society organisations often play a crucial intermediary role in this 
process. Positioned between the state and the community, they provide 
services, advocate for refugee rights, and create spaces for interaction. 
Their work highlights an important insight: integration is not only a 
matter of policy but also of everyday social practice. It occurs in 
classrooms, workplaces, neighbourhoods, and community centres, in the 
mundane interactions that shape perceptions and relationships. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 3 
1. How do media representations influence public perceptions of 

refugees?  
2. Explain the concept of securitisation and its implications.  
3. Under what conditions does the contact hypothesis reduce 

prejudice?  
4. Why are civil society organisations important in integration 

processes?  
 
3.6  Rethinking Integration: Toward Inclusive and Reflexive 

Models 
 
The challenges discussed thus far compel us to rethink integration not as 
a fixed endpoint but as an ongoing, negotiated process. Traditional 
models, particularly those rooted in assimilation, are increasingly 
inadequate for capturing the complexities of contemporary migration. At 
the heart of this rethinking is the recognition that integration must be 
understood as a two-way process. This principle, emphasised by the 
UNHCR (2013), challenges the notion that refugees alone bear the 
responsibility for adaptation. Instead, it calls for mutual transformation, 
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where host societies also adjust their institutions, practices, and attitudes 
to accommodate diversity. 
 
This perspective aligns with broader critiques of assimilationist 
frameworks, which demand cultural conformity as the price of inclusion. 
Such frameworks not only undermine cultural diversity but also ignore 
the structural inequalities that shape integration outcomes. In contrast, 
multicultural and intercultural approaches emphasise the value of 
diversity and the importance of dialogue. They recognise that identities 
are not static but evolving, shaped through interaction and negotiation 
(Yuval-Davis, 2006). Policy implications flow directly from this 
reconceptualisation. If integration is indeed a two-way process, then 
policies must address both structural barriers and social dynamics. This 
includes ensuring access to employment, education, and healthcare; 
combating discrimination through legal and institutional mechanisms; 
and fostering social cohesion through inclusive initiatives. 
 
However, policy alone is insufficient. Integration must also be 
understood as an ethical and political project. It raises fundamental 
questions about justice, belonging, and the boundaries of the political 
community. Who has the right to belong? On what terms? And who 
decides? 
 
Self-Assessment Exercise 4 
1. What does it mean to conceptualise integration as a two-way 

process?  
2. Why are assimilationist models increasingly criticised?  
3. How do multicultural approaches differ from assimilationist 

frameworks?  
4. What are the key policy implications of inclusive integration 

models?  
 
 

 
 3.7  Summary 

 
This unit has taken you through a critical exploration of integration, 
moving beyond simplistic assumptions to reveal its complexity and 
contested nature. You have seen that integration is not merely about 
individual adaptation but about the interplay of structures, institutions, 
and social relations. 
 
The barriers to integration, discrimination, language constraints, 
economic exclusion, and restrictive policies are not isolated challenges 
but interconnected processes that shape the lived experiences of 
refugees. These barriers are reinforced by broader societal attitudes, 
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media representations, and political discourses that define the 
boundaries of belonging. At the same time, the unit has highlighted the 
importance of rethinking integration as a dynamic and reciprocal 
process. It is not something that refugees do alone; it is something that 
societies negotiate collectively. This perspective invites a shift from 
viewing integration as a problem to be managed toward understanding it 
as an opportunity to build more inclusive and equitable societies. As you 
reflect on this unit, consider how integration policies and practices might 
be transformed if they were grounded not only in efficiency but also in 
principles of justice, dignity, and mutual recognition. 
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3.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 

 
Exercise 1 
1. Structural integration reflects access to institutions like 

employment and education, serving as both indicators and 
enablers of inclusion.  

2. Strong social bonds may limit wider engagement if they replace 
broader social interaction.  

3. Acculturation involves navigating between maintaining identity 
and adapting to new cultural contexts.  

4. Identificational integration reflects a deeper sense of belonging 
and acceptance.  

Exercise 2 
1. Discrimination operates both socially (attitudes) and structurally 

(institutional barriers).  
2. Language barriers restrict access to services, employment, and 

social interaction.  
3. Credential recognition enables proper use of skills and prevents 

deskilling.  
4. Policies shape access to opportunities and define the conditions 

of integration.  
Exercise 3 
1. Media frames refugees as threats or victims, shaping public 

perception.  
2. Securitisation frames migration as a security concern requiring 

control.  
3. Contact reduces prejudice through meaningful interaction.  
4. Civil society provides support, advocacy, and integration 

pathways.  
Exercise 4 
1. Integration requires adaptation from both refugees and host 

societies.  
2. Assimilation is criticised for erasing cultural identity.  
3. Inclusive policies focus on access, equality, and social cohesion.  
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Unit 4  Children, Youth and Unaccompanied Minors in  
Displacement 
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4.3  Vulnerabilities and Protection Needs of Displaced Children and 

Unaccompanied Minors 
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Camp and Urban Settings 
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4.4.4 Psychosocial Challenges in Camp Settings 
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4.5.1 Global Policy Frameworks for Child Protection in 
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4.6.2 Enhancing Psychosocial Support and Mental Health 
Services 
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4.8  Summary 
4.9  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
4.10  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
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4.1  Introduction 
 
Children and youth constitute a significant proportion of the global 
displaced population, often accounting for more than half of refugees 
and internally displaced persons worldwide (UNHCR, 2023). Their 
experiences of displacement are profoundly different from those of 
adults, shaped by their developmental stage, dependency status, and 
heightened vulnerability to exploitation, abuse, and neglect. Among this 
group, unaccompanied minors, children separated from both parents and 
not under the care of a legal guardian, face particularly severe risks. 
Displacement disrupts the foundational structures of childhood, 
including family, education, community, and social protection systems. 
Whether in refugee camps, informal settlements, or urban environments, 
children encounter barriers to education, healthcare, and psychosocial 
support. These disruptions can have long-term consequences on their 
cognitive development, emotional well-being, and social integration 
(Betancourt et al., 2015). 
 
International legal frameworks such as the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and refugee protection instruments 
emphasise the “best interests of the child” as a guiding principle in all 
actions concerning children (UNICEF, 2019). However, the practical 
implementation of these principles remains uneven across regions, 
particularly in low-resource settings where displacement crises are most 
acute. 
 
This unit explores the intersection of displacement and childhood by 
focusing on: 
• The unique vulnerabilities of displaced children  
• The educational and psychosocial impacts of displacement  
• Policy frameworks and protection mechanisms  
The aim is to equip learners with a critical understanding of how 
displacement affects children and youth, and how international and 
national systems respond to these challenges. 
 

 
4.2  Learning Outcomes 

 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Examine the specific vulnerabilities and protection needs of 

refugee children and unaccompanied minors under international 
law.  

• Analyse the educational, developmental and psychosocial 
challenges faced by displaced children in camp and urban 
settings.  
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• Evaluate policy frameworks and child protection mechanisms 
designed to safeguard displaced minors.  

• Assess the role of governments, international organisations, and 
NGOs in child protection during displacement.  

• Propose context-sensitive strategies to improve the well-being 
and inclusion of displaced children and youth.  
 

4.3  Vulnerabilities and Protection Needs of Displaced Children  
and Unaccompanied Minors 

 
Displaced children face a layered set of vulnerabilities arising from their 
age, legal status, and the instability of their environments. These 
vulnerabilities are often intensified for unaccompanied minors who lack 
parental protection and guidance. The concept of vulnerability in this 
context is not merely about exposure to harm but also includes limited 
access to protective systems, reduced agency, and developmental risks 
(Save the Children, 2020). Understanding these vulnerabilities is 
essential for designing effective protection responses. 
 
4.3.1  Legal Status and Protection under International Law 
 
The protection of displaced children, particularly unaccompanied 
minors, is grounded in a robust body of international law. These legal 
frameworks collectively establish the rights of children and define the 
obligations of states and humanitarian actors. Three core international 
instruments are especially central to understanding the legal status and 
protection of displaced children: 
1. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 

(1989)  
2. The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (and its 

1967 Protocol)  
3. The UNHCR Guidelines on the Protection of Unaccompanied 

and Separated Children (2008)  
Each of these frameworks contributes a distinct but complementary 
layer of protection. 
 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)  
The CRC (1989) is the most comprehensive international treaty on 
children’s rights and applies universally to all children, regardless of 
nationality, migration status, or legal identity. It establishes that 
displaced children are first and foremost children entitled to full rights, 
not merely migrants or refugees (UNICEF, 2019). Four core principles 
underpin the CRC: 
• Non-discrimination (Article 2): All children, including refugees 

and asylum seekers, must enjoy equal rights.  
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• Best interests of the child (Article 3): Every decision affecting a 
child must prioritise their well-being.  

• Right to life, survival and development (Article 6): States must 
ensure children’s physical, mental, and emotional development.  

• Respect for the views of the child (Article 12): Children have the 
right to express their opinions in matters affecting them.  

In displacement contexts, the CRC obliges states to: 
• Provide access to education and healthcare  
• Protect children from violence, exploitation, and neglect  
• Ensure family reunification where possible  
Importantly, the CRC does not allow states to deny rights based on 
immigration status, making it a powerful tool for advocacy in refugee 
protection (Bhabha, 2014). 
 
The 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol 
While the CRC focuses specifically on children, the 1951 Refugee 
Convention provides the broader legal definition of who qualifies as a 
refugee and outlines the rights of individuals granted refugee status. 
Under this Convention, a refugee is someone who has a well-founded 
fear of persecution due to race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group, or political opinion. For children, this definition 
must be interpreted in a child-sensitive manner, recognising that 
persecution may take forms unique to children, such as forced 
recruitment into armed groups, child trafficking, female genital 
mutilation (FGM), and forced marriage.  
 
A key principle of the Refugee Convention is non-refoulement, which 
prohibits returning a refugee to a place where they face serious harm 
(UNHCR, 2011). For unaccompanied minors, this principle is especially 
critical, as deportation without proper assessment could expose them to 
life-threatening conditions. However, one limitation of the Refugee 
Convention is that it does not explicitly address the unique needs of 
children. As a result, additional guidelines and interpretations are 
necessary to ensure adequate protection. 
 
UNHCR Guidelines on the Protection of Unaccompanied and 
Separated Children (2008) 
To bridge the gap between general refugee law and the specific needs of 
children, the UNHCR Guidelines (2008) provide detailed operational 
standards for protecting unaccompanied and separated minors. These 
guidelines emphasise: 
• Identification and Registration: Children must be identified as 

unaccompanied or separated as early as possible.  
• Guardianship: A qualified guardian should be appointed to 

represent the child’s best interests.  
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• Family Tracing and Reunification: Efforts should be made to 
locate family members where safe and appropriate.  

• Access to Asylum Procedures: Children must have equal access 
to refugee status determination processes.  

• Appropriate Care Arrangements: Placement in safe, child-friendly 
environments rather than detention facilities.  

The guidelines also stress that detention of children for immigration 
purposes should be avoided, as it can have severe psychological and 
developmental consequences (UNHCR, 2008). 
 
Interconnections Between the Three Frameworks 
These three legal instruments are not isolated; rather, they work together 
to create a comprehensive protection system: 
• The CRC defines the universal rights of children  
• The Refugee Convention establishes legal refugee status and 

protection from return  
• The UNHCR Guidelines provide practical steps for 

implementation  
Together, they reinforce the principle that children in 
displacement must be treated as rights-holders with specific 
protection needs, not merely as passive recipients of aid. 

 
Challenges in Implementation 
Despite the strength of these legal frameworks, several challenges 
persist: 
• Weak national implementation: Many countries lack the 

institutional capacity to enforce child protection laws.  
• Documentation barriers: Displaced children often lack birth 

certificates or identity documents.  
• Inconsistent guardianship systems: Not all states provide trained 

guardians for unaccompanied minors.  
• Detention practices: Some countries still detain migrant children, 

contrary to international standards.  
These gaps highlight the difference between legal commitments and 
practical realities, a recurring issue in global refugee governance (Betts 
& Collier, 2017). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.3.1) 
1. Identify and explain the three key international legal frameworks 

protecting displaced children.  
2. What are the four core principles of the Convention on the Rights 

of the Child?  
3. How does the principle of non-refoulement apply to 

unaccompanied minors?  
4. Why are the UNHCR Guidelines necessary in addition to the 

Refugee Convention?  
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5. Discuss two major challenges in implementing international child 
protection laws in displacement contexts.  

 
12.3.2 Physical and Security Vulnerabilities 
 
Displaced children, particularly unaccompanied and separated minors, 
face a wide range of physical and security-related risks that threaten 
their survival and well-being. These vulnerabilities arise from the 
breakdown of protective systems such as family structures, community 
networks, and state institutions. In displacement settings, children are 
often exposed to unsafe environments where basic needs are unmet, and 
protection mechanisms are weak or absent (UNHCR, 2023). 
Understanding these vulnerabilities requires examining both camp-based 
settings and urban displacement environments, as the nature of risks 
varies across contexts. 
 
Exposure to Health Risks and Poor Living Conditions 
One of the most immediate threats to displaced children is the 
deterioration of physical health due to inadequate living conditions. In 
many refugee camps and informal settlements, children experience: 
• Malnutrition and food insecurity  
• Limited access to clean water and sanitation  
• Overcrowded shelters  
• Inadequate healthcare services  
These conditions increase the prevalence of communicable diseases 
such as cholera, measles, and respiratory infections. Young children are 
particularly vulnerable due to their developing immune systems (WHO, 
2022). In addition, disrupted vaccination programmes often leave 
displaced children exposed to preventable diseases. For unaccompanied 
minors, the absence of caregivers further limits access to healthcare 
services, as they may lack the knowledge or authority to seek medical 
attention. 
 
Violence, Exploitation, and Abuse 
Displacement significantly heightens the risk of violence and 
exploitation. Children may be exposed to: 
• Physical violence within camps or host communities  
• Sexual exploitation and abuse, particularly among girls  
• Child labour and economic exploitation  
• Human trafficking and smuggling networks  
Unaccompanied minors are especially vulnerable because they lack 
adult protection. Traffickers often target such children, exploiting their 
desperation and lack of documentation (IOM, 2021). 
Gender plays a critical role in shaping these risks: 
• Girls are more likely to experience sexual violence, early 

marriage, and domestic exploitation  
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• Boys are more likely to be subjected to forced labour or 
recruitment into armed groups  

These forms of violence not only threaten physical safety but also have 
long-term psychological consequences. 
 
Recruitment into Armed Groups and Conflict Exposure 
In conflict-affected regions, displaced children may be forcibly or 
voluntarily recruited into armed groups. This recruitment may involve 
combat roles, support roles such as cooking, spying, or carrying 
supplies, and forced participation in violent acts. Children recruited into 
armed groups are deprived of education, exposed to trauma, and often 
stigmatised upon reintegration into society (Wessells, 2016). Even 
outside direct recruitment, children living in conflict zones may witness 
violence, lose family members, or experience repeated displacement. 
These experiences contribute to chronic insecurity and fear. 
 
Risks in Urban Displacement Settings 
While refugee camps are often the focus of humanitarian interventions, a 
growing number of displaced children live in urban areas, where they 
face different but equally serious risks. In urban settings: 
• Children may live in informal settlements or slums with limited 

services  
• They often lack legal recognition, making them invisible to 

authorities  
• Access to education and healthcare is frequently restricted due to 

cost or documentation requirements  
Unlike camps, where aid agencies are present, urban refugees must 
navigate complex social and economic systems on their own. This 
increases their exposure to exploitation, homelessness, and crime (UN-
Habitat, 2021). 
 
Lack of Safe Spaces and Child Protection Services 
A critical aspect of child protection is the availability of safe spaces; 
environments where children can learn, play, and receive psychosocial 
support. In many displacement contexts, such spaces are limited or non-
existent. The absence of structured child protection systems leads to 
weak reporting mechanisms for abuse, limited access to social workers 
or counsellors, and inadequate monitoring of children’s welfare. For 
unaccompanied minors, the lack of guardianship further compounds 
these risks, leaving them without advocacy or protection. 
 
Cumulative Nature of Vulnerabilities 
It is important to recognise that these vulnerabilities are interconnected 
and cumulative. For example: 
• A child experiencing malnutrition may also be at risk of 

exploitation  
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• Lack of education may push children into child labour  
• Exposure to violence can lead to long-term psychological trauma  
This interconnectedness underscores the need for holistic protection 
strategies that address multiple dimensions of vulnerability 
simultaneously (Save the Children, 2020). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.3.2) 
1. Identify three major health risks faced by displaced children in 

camp settings.  
2. Why are unaccompanied minors more vulnerable to trafficking 

and exploitation?  
3. Compare the risks faced by displaced children in camp settings 

and urban areas.  
4. How does gender influence the types of vulnerabilities 

experienced by displaced children?  
5. Explain the concept of cumulative vulnerability with an example.  
 
4.3.3 Psychosocial and Developmental Vulnerabilities 
 
Beyond physical and legal challenges, displacement profoundly affects 
the psychological well-being and developmental trajectories of children 
and youth. Childhood is a critical period for emotional, cognitive, and 
social development. When this period is disrupted by conflict, 
displacement, and instability, the consequences can be both immediate 
and long-lasting (Betancourt et al., 2015). For unaccompanied minors, 
these effects are often intensified due to the absence of parental care, 
guidance, and emotional support. 
 
Psychological Trauma and Emotional Distress 
Displaced children are frequently exposed to traumatic experiences, 
including: 
• Witnessing violence or armed conflict  
• Loss of family members or separation from caregivers  
• Forced migration under dangerous conditions  
• Living in prolonged uncertainty and insecurity  
These experiences can lead to a range of psychological conditions such 
as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), anxiety and depression, 
sleep disturbances and nightmares, and emotional withdrawal or 
aggression. Younger children may not be able to verbalise their distress, 
often expressing trauma through behavioural changes such as regression 
(e.g., bedwetting, clinginess) or difficulty concentrating. 
Unaccompanied minors are particularly at risk because they lack stable 
emotional anchors. Without trusted adults, their ability to process trauma 
and build resilience is significantly weakened (UNICEF, 2019). 
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Disruption of Cognitive and Educational Development 
Displacement often interrupts or completely halts children’s access to 
formal education. This disruption has several developmental 
consequences: 
• Delayed cognitive development due to a lack of structured 

learning  
• Loss of literacy and numeracy skills  
• Reduced future employment opportunities  
• Increased likelihood of long-term poverty  
Education is not only a tool for learning but also a protective 
environment that provides routine, social interaction, and a sense of 
normalcy. Without it, children may experience feelings of hopelessness 
and disconnection. In protracted displacement situations, some children 
may spend years without schooling, creating a “lost generation” with 
limited prospects for integration and self-reliance (Dryden-Peterson, 
2016). 
 
Identity Formation and Social Development Challenges 
Childhood and adolescence are critical stages for identity formation and 
socialisation. Displacement disrupts these processes in several ways: 
• Loss of cultural and community ties  
• Exposure to unfamiliar social norms and languages  
• Experiences of discrimination or exclusion in host communities  
For adolescents, this can lead to identity confusion, low self-esteem and 
social isolation. Unaccompanied minors may struggle even more, as 
they must navigate new environments without familial guidance. In 
some cases, they may adopt negative coping mechanisms, such as 
joining gangs or engaging in risky behaviours, as a means of survival or 
belonging. 
 
Psychosocial Impact of Prolonged Uncertainty 
One of the most damaging aspects of displacement is uncertainty about 
the future. Many children live for years without clarity about their legal 
status, whether they will return home or be resettled, and the fate of 
missing family members. This prolonged uncertainty can create chronic 
stress, affecting both mental health and developmental outcomes. 
Children may lose motivation to pursue education or personal goals, 
leading to a sense of stagnation and despair (Miller & Rasmussen, 
2017). 
 
Resilience and Coping Mechanisms 
Despite these challenges, it is important to recognise that displaced 
children are not merely passive victims; they often demonstrate 
remarkable resilience. Factors that support resilience include: 
• Access to education  
• Presence of supportive adults or peer networks  
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• Participation in community or recreational activities  
• Culturally sensitive psychosocial support programmes  
Humanitarian interventions increasingly focus on strength-based 
approaches, which aim to build on children’s existing capacities rather 
than only addressing deficits. 
 
Intervention Strategies for Psychosocial Support 
Effective responses to psychosocial vulnerabilities include: 
• Child-Friendly Spaces (CFS): Safe environments where children 

can play, learn, and receive support  
• Trauma-informed care: Services that recognise and respond to the 

impact of trauma  
• School-based psychosocial programmes: Integrating emotional 

support into educational settings  
• Family tracing and reunification: Restoring family connections 

where possible  
Such interventions must be culturally appropriate and adapted to the 
specific needs of different age groups and genders. 
 
Linking Psychosocial and Physical Vulnerabilities 
Psychosocial challenges are closely linked to physical and security risks. 
For example: 
• Trauma may impair a child’s ability to seek help or avoid danger  
• Lack of education may increase vulnerability to exploitation  
• Emotional distress may lead to risky coping behaviours  
This reinforces the importance of integrated protection approaches that 
address both psychological and physical needs simultaneously. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.3.3) 
1. What are the common psychological effects of displacement on 

children?  
2. How does the disruption of education affect long-term 

development?  
3. Explain how displacement impacts identity formation among 

adolescents.  
4. What role does uncertainty play in shaping children’s mental 

health?  
5. Identify two strategies used to support psychosocial well-being in 

displaced children.  
 
4.4  Educational, Developmental and Psychosocial Challenges in 
  Camp and Urban Settings 
 
Displaced children experience a complex set of educational, 
developmental, and psychosocial challenges that vary significantly 
depending on whether they reside in refugee camps or urban 
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environments. While both settings present hardships, the nature, 
visibility, and intensity of these challenges differ in important ways. 
Refugee camps are often characterised by structured humanitarian 
assistance but limited resources, whereas urban settings offer potential 
opportunities alongside invisibility and exclusion. Understanding these 
contrasting environments is essential for designing effective 
interventions that address the holistic needs of displaced children and 
youth (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). This section critically examines how 
displacement environments shape children’s access to education, 
developmental outcomes, and psychosocial well-being. 
 
4.4.1 Educational Challenges in Camp Settings 
 
Education in refugee camps is often provided through humanitarian 
agencies, yet it faces persistent structural and resource constraints. 
Children in camps frequently encounter: 
• Overcrowded classrooms with high student–teacher ratios  
• Insufficient teaching materials and infrastructure  
• Shortage of trained and qualified teachers  
• Interrupted or inconsistent schooling schedules  
Although access to basic education may be available, the quality of 
education is often compromised. Curricula may not align with either the 
country of origin or the host country, creating difficulties for 
certification and progression (UNESCO, 2021). Language barriers also 
pose a significant challenge, especially when instruction is delivered in a 
language unfamiliar to displaced children. This can lead to poor 
academic performance and eventual dropout. For adolescents, access to 
secondary education is particularly limited, increasing the likelihood of 
early marriage, child labour, or disengagement from learning altogether. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.4.1) 
1. Identify three major barriers to quality education in refugee 

camps.  
2. Why is curriculum mismatch a problem for displaced learners?  
3. How does limited access to secondary education affect 

adolescents?  
 

4.4.2 Educational Challenges in Urban Settings 
 
In contrast to camps, displaced children in urban areas often face 
barriers to accessing formal education systems. These challenges 
include: 
• Legal and documentation requirements for school enrollment  
• School fees and associated costs (uniforms, books, transportation)  
• Discrimination or exclusion within host community schools  
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• Need to work to support family income, limiting school 
attendance  

 
Unlike camps, where aid agencies typically provide education, urban 
refugees must rely on national education systems, which may not be 
inclusive or equipped to support them (UN-Habitat, 2021). As a result, 
many displaced children in cities remain out of school or attend 
informal, unregulated learning centres with limited quality assurance. 
Despite these barriers, urban settings may offer greater long-term 
opportunities, particularly where inclusive policies exist. However, 
access to these opportunities is uneven and often dependent on socio-
economic status. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.4.2) 
1. What are the main barriers to education for displaced children in 

urban areas?  
2. How does reliance on national education systems affect urban 

refugees?  
3. Compare access to education in camps versus urban settings.  
 
4.4.3 Developmental Challenges Across Settings 
 
Displacement disrupts key aspects of child development, including 
cognitive, emotional, and social growth. These disruptions occur across 
both camp and urban environments, though in different forms.  
In camps: 
• Structured environments may provide some stability  
• However, limited stimulation and opportunities for advancement 

can hinder development  
In urban settings: 
• Exposure to diverse environments may support learning  
• But instability, poverty, and exclusion can negatively affect 

development  
Across both settings, children often experience: 
• Interrupted developmental milestones  
• Reduced opportunities for play and social interaction  
• Increased responsibilities, such as caregiving or income 

generation  
Adolescents, in particular, may face “adultification”, where they are 
forced to assume adult roles prematurely, affecting their identity 
formation and prospects (Boyden & Mann, 2005). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.4.3) 
1. What is meant by “adultification” in displacement contexts?  
2. How do developmental challenges differ between camp and 

urban settings?  
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3. Why is play important for child development in displacement 
situations?  
 

4.4.4 Psychosocial Challenges in Camp Settings 
 
While camps may provide a degree of physical safety, they can also 
create environments of dependency, monotony, and restricted mobility, 
which affect children’s mental health. Common psychosocial challenges 
in camps include: 
• Feelings of confinement and lack of freedom  
• Dependency on aid, leading to a reduced sense of agency  
• Exposure to communal stress and trauma  
• Limited privacy and personal space  
 
Children may experience boredom and frustration due to limited 
recreational and educational opportunities. Over time, this can lead to 
depression, anxiety and loss of motivation. Despite these challenges, 
camps often have organised psychosocial support services, such as 
child-friendly spaces and counselling programmes, which can mitigate 
some of these effects (UNICEF, 2020). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.4.4) 
1. How does dependency on aid affect children’s psychosocial well-

being?  
2. Identify two psychosocial challenges unique to camp settings.  
3. What role do child-friendly spaces play in camps?  
 
4.4.5 Psychosocial Challenges in Urban Settings 
 
Urban displacement presents a different set of psychosocial challenges, 
often linked to invisibility, insecurity, and social exclusion. Children in 
urban areas may experience: 
• Isolation from both host communities and co-ethnic networks  
• Fear of arrest or deportation due to irregular status  
• Exposure to crime, violence, and exploitation  
• Chronic stress related to poverty and survival  
Unlike camps, where services are centralised, urban children often lack 
access to structured psychosocial support systems. This can result in 
unmet mental health needs and prolonged distress. At the same time, 
urban environments may offer opportunities for integration, social 
mobility, and independence. However, these opportunities are often 
uneven and require supportive policies to be realised (Miller & 
Rasmussen, 2017). 
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Self-Assessment Exercises (12.4.5) 
1. What are the main sources of psychosocial stress for displaced 

children in urban areas?  
2. How does invisibility affect access to support services?  
3. Compare psychosocial support availability in camps and urban 

settings.  
 
4.4.6 Comparative Analysis: Camp vs Urban Settings 
 
A comparative perspective highlights key differences: 
Dimension Camp Settings Urban Settings 
Education More accessible but 

lower quality 
Less accessible but 
potentially higher quality 

Protection More visible and 
structured 

Less visible, more 
fragmented 

Psychosocial 
Support 

Organised but limited Limited and less accessible 

Opportunities Restricted mobility Greater but unequal 
opportunities 

This comparison illustrates that neither setting is inherently better; 
rather, each presents distinct trade-offs. Effective policy responses must 
therefore be context-specific, addressing the unique challenges of each 
environment while leveraging available opportunities. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.4.6) 
1. Identify two key differences between camp and urban 

displacement settings.  
2. Why is a one-size-fits-all policy approach ineffective?  
3. Which setting offers greater long-term opportunities and why?  
 
4.5  Policy Frameworks and Child Protection Mechanisms 
 
The protection of displaced children and unaccompanied minors is not 
only a humanitarian concern but also a matter of legal obligation, 
governance, and coordinated policy action. While international legal 
instruments establish rights, policy frameworks and child protection 
mechanisms determine how those rights are implemented in real-world 
contexts. This section examines the global, regional, and national policy 
frameworks, alongside the institutional mechanisms designed to 
safeguard displaced children. It also evaluates their effectiveness and 
limitations in addressing complex protection needs. 
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4.5.1  Global Policy Frameworks for Child Protection in 
  Displacement 
 
At the global level, several policy frameworks guide the protection of 
displaced children. These frameworks build upon international law but 
focus more on coordination, implementation, and shared responsibility. 
Key global frameworks include: 
• The Global Compact on Refugees (2018)  
• The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration 

(2018)  
• The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) Guidelines on 

Child Protection  
 
The Global Compact on Refugees (GCR) emphasises responsibility-
sharing among states, inclusion of refugees in national systems 
(education, health, social services), and strengthening child protection 
systems. The Global Compact for Migration (GCM) addresses migrant 
children more broadly, including protection from detention, access to 
basic services regardless of status and family reunification. The IASC 
Guidelines provide operational standards for humanitarian actors, 
focusing on preventing abuse and exploitation, supporting family-based 
care and integrating child protection into emergency responses. These 
frameworks promote a multi-stakeholder approach, involving 
governments, international organisations, NGOs, and local communities 
(IASC, 2019). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.5.1) 
1. What is the main objective of the Global Compact on Refugees?  
2. How does the Global Compact for Migration differ from the 

Refugee Compact?  
3. Why are IASC Guidelines important for humanitarian actors?  
 
4.5.2 National Policy Frameworks and Legal Systems 
 
While global frameworks provide guidance, national governments are 
primarily responsible for implementing child protection measures. 
National responses typically include refugee laws and asylum systems, 
child protection legislation, and education and social welfare policies. In 
some countries, displaced children are integrated into national systems, 
allowing them access to public schools and healthcare. In others, parallel 
systems are created, often leading to fragmentation and inequality. 
Key challenges at the national level include: 
• Limited financial and institutional capacity  
• Lack of coordination between agencies  
• Restrictive immigration policies  
• Weak enforcement of child protection laws  
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In many low- and middle-income countries hosting large refugee 
populations, the strain on public services can limit the effectiveness of 
inclusive policies (Betts & Collier, 2017). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.5.2) 
1. Why are national governments central to child protection?  
2. What are the risks of creating parallel systems for refugees?  
3. Identify two challenges faced by national policy frameworks.  
 
4.5.3 Child Protection Mechanisms and Institutional Responses 
 
Child protection mechanisms refer to the practical systems and 
structures that identify, prevent, and respond to risks affecting children. 
Key mechanisms include: 
• Case management systems: Individual assessment and follow-up 

for vulnerable children  
• Guardianship arrangements: Assigning responsible adults for 

unaccompanied minors  
• Child-friendly spaces: Providing safe environments for learning 

and psychosocial support  
• Reporting and referral systems: Mechanisms for identifying and 

responding to abuse  
These mechanisms are often implemented through collaboration 
between governments, international organisations (e.g., UN agencies), 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and community-based groups. 
Effective child protection requires coordination across sectors, including 
health, education, justice, and social services. 
However, gaps often exist in: 
• Coverage (especially in urban areas)  
• Quality of services  
• Trained personnel  
• Monitoring and accountability systems  
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.5.3) 
1. What is the purpose of case management in child protection?  
2. Why is guardianship critical for unaccompanied minors?  
3. Identify two limitations of existing child protection mechanisms.  
 
4.5.4 Role of International Organisations and NGOs 
 
International organisations and NGOs play a crucial role in supporting 
states and filling gaps in child protection systems. Their contributions 
include: 
• Providing technical expertise and funding  
• Delivering direct services (education, healthcare, psychosocial 

support)  
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• Supporting policy development and advocacy  
• Coordinating humanitarian responses  
 
Organisations such as UN agencies and international NGOs often lead 
efforts in emergency response, data collection and monitoring, and 
capacity building for local institutions. However, reliance on external 
actors can create challenges such as: 
• Sustainability issues when funding declines  
• Limited local ownership  
• Fragmentation of services  
This highlights the need for strengthening national systems rather than 
relying solely on humanitarian interventions (UNICEF, 2020). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.5.4) 
1. What roles do international organisations play in child 

protection?  
2. Why is sustainability a challenge in NGO-led interventions?  
3. How can local capacity be strengthened in displacement 

contexts?  
 
4.5.5 Community-Based Protection Approaches 
 
In many displacement contexts, especially where formal systems are 
weak, communities play a vital role in protecting children. Community-
based approaches involve: 
• Engaging families and caregivers  
• Establishing child protection committees  
• Promoting awareness of children’s rights  
• Supporting peer networks and youth participation  
These approaches are important because they are culturally relevant, 
enhance local ownership and improve early identification of risks. 
However, they may also face limitations, such as reinforcement of 
harmful social norms, lack of resources and training, and limited formal 
authority. Effective child protection requires linking community-based 
systems with formal institutional frameworks. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.5.5) 
1. Why are community-based approaches important in child 

protection?  
2. Identify one strength and one limitation of community-based 

systems.  
3. How can informal and formal protection systems be integrated?  
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4.5.6 Evaluation of Policy Effectiveness 
 
Despite the existence of multiple frameworks and mechanisms, 
significant gaps remain in protecting displaced children. Key issues 
include: 
• Implementation gaps between policy and practice  
• Inequality in access to services, especially in urban areas  
• Insufficient funding and resources  
• Weak monitoring and accountability systems  
In many contexts, policies are well-designed but poorly implemented 
due to political, economic, or institutional constraints. 
To improve effectiveness, policies must: 
• Be context-specific and inclusive  
• Prioritise child participation  
• Ensure long-term sustainability  
• Strengthen data collection and evidence-based planning  
Ultimately, effective child protection requires a shift from short-term 
humanitarian responses to integrated, development-oriented approaches. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.5.6) 
1. What is the difference between policy design and 

implementation?  
2. Why do gaps persist despite strong legal frameworks?  
3. Suggest one way to improve the effectiveness of child protection 

policies.  
 
4.6  Strategies and Interventions for Improving Child Protection 

in Displacement Contexts 
 
Addressing the complex vulnerabilities of displaced children and 
unaccompanied minors requires multi-dimensional, context-sensitive, 
and sustainable interventions. Given the diversity of displacement 
environments, ranging from refugee camps to urban informal 
settlements, no single strategy is sufficient. Instead, effective child 
protection depends on integrated approaches that combine legal 
protection, service delivery, community engagement, and long-term 
development planning. This section explores key strategies and 
interventions that have proven effective in improving the well-being, 
protection, and inclusion of displaced children. 
 
4.6.1  Strengthening Access to Inclusive and Quality Education 
 
Education is one of the most powerful tools for protecting displaced 
children and promoting long-term development. It provides not only 
academic knowledge but also structure, stability, and psychosocial 
support. 
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Key strategies include: 
• Integrating displaced children into national education systems, 

rather than relying solely on parallel camp-based schools  
• Providing flexible learning programmes, such as accelerated 

education for children who have missed years of schooling  
• Training teachers in inclusive and trauma-informed pedagogy  
• Eliminating financial barriers, including school fees and hidden 

costs  
In urban settings, policy reforms that allow refugee children to enrol in 
public schools are particularly important. In camp settings, improving 
the quality of education—not just access—is essential (UNESCO, 
2021). Education also serves as a protective mechanism, reducing the 
likelihood of child labour, early marriage, and exploitation. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.6.1) 
1. Why is education considered a protective tool in displacement 

contexts?  
2. What are accelerated learning programmes, and why are they 

important?  
3. How can governments improve access to education for displaced 

children?  
 
4.6.2 Enhancing Psychosocial Support and Mental Health Services 
 
Given the high levels of trauma experienced by displaced children, 
psychosocial support (PSS) is a critical component of child protection. 
Effective interventions include: 
• Establishing child-friendly spaces for play, learning, and 

emotional support  
• Integrating mental health services into schools and community 

centres  
• Training caregivers, teachers, and social workers in trauma-

informed care  
• Providing specialised services for severe mental health conditions  
Community-based psychosocial programmes are particularly effective, 
as they build resilience, promote social cohesion and reduce stigma 
associated with mental health. These interventions must be culturally 
sensitive and age-appropriate, recognising that children express distress 
differently depending on their developmental stage (Miller & 
Rasmussen, 2017). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.6.2) 
1. What is the role of child-friendly spaces in psychosocial support?  
2. Why is trauma-informed care important for displaced children?  
3. How can communities contribute to mental health support?  
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4.6.3 Strengthening Legal Protection and Guardianship Systems 
 
Legal protection is essential for ensuring that displaced children, 
especially unaccompanied minors, are not left without representation or 
rights. Key interventions include: 
• Establishing effective guardianship systems for unaccompanied 

minors  
• Ensuring birth registration and documentation  
• Providing access to child-sensitive asylum procedures  
• Preventing detention of children for immigration purposes  
Guardians play a crucial role in representing the child’s best interests, 
facilitating access to services and supporting decision-making processes. 
Strengthening legal identity systems is also vital, as undocumented 
children are often excluded from education, healthcare, and protection 
services (UNHCR, 2011). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.6.3) 
1. Why is documentation important for displaced children?  
2. What roles do guardians perform for unaccompanied minors?  
3. Why should children not be detained for immigration purposes?  
 
4.6.4 Promoting Livelihood Support and Family Strengthening 
 
Economic vulnerability is a key driver of child protection risks, such as 
child labour and exploitation. Supporting families economically can 
significantly reduce these risks. 
Effective strategies include: 
• Cash assistance programmes for vulnerable families  
• Livelihood training and income-generating activities  
• Social protection schemes, such as conditional cash transfers 

linked to school attendance  
When families are economically stable: 
• Children are more likely to attend school  
• Risks of exploitation are reduced  
• Family unity is strengthened  
For unaccompanied minors, alternative care arrangements, such as foster 
care, should be prioritised over institutionalisation. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.6.4) 
1. How does poverty increase child protection risks?  
2. What are the benefits of cash assistance programmes?  
3. Why is family-based care preferred over institutional care?  
 
  



MGS813   MIGRANT TRANSNATIONALISM, REFUGEES AND DIASPORA 

 

150 

 

4.6.5 Strengthening Community-Based Child Protection Systems 
 
Communities are often the first line of protection for displaced children. 
Strengthening community structures can enhance early identification 
and response to risks. 
Key approaches include: 
• Establishing child protection committees  
• Raising awareness about children’s rights and protection risks  
• Encouraging child and youth participation  
• Engaging religious and traditional leaders  
Community-based systems are effective because they: 
• They are locally rooted and culturally relevant  
• Facilitate trust and communication  
• Enable rapid response to emerging risks  
However, these systems must be supported with training and linked to 

formal services to ensure effectiveness. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.6.5) 
1. Why are communities important in child protection?  
2. What roles do local leaders play in protecting children?  
3. How can community systems be strengthened?  
 
4.6.6 Improving Coordination and Multi-Sectoral Approaches 
 
Child protection challenges are interconnected and require coordinated 
responses across multiple sectors, including education, health, social 
welfare, justice and housing. Effective coordination involves 
information sharing between agencies, joint planning and programming, 
and clear referral pathways for vulnerable children. Multi-sectoral 
approaches ensure that children receive holistic support, addressing not 
only immediate protection needs but also long-term development 
outcomes. International frameworks emphasise the importance of 
partnerships between governments, NGOs, and communities in 
achieving sustainable solutions (IASC, 2019). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.6.6) 
1. What is a multi-sectoral approach to child protection?  
2. Why is coordination between agencies important?  
3. Identify two sectors that must collaborate in protecting displaced 

children.  
 
4.6.7 Long-Term Integration and Durable Solutions 
 
Beyond immediate protection, long-term strategies are necessary to 
ensure that displaced children can achieve sustainable futures. Durable 
solutions include voluntary repatriation (return to country of origin), 
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local integration in host communities and resettlement to third countries. 
For children, these solutions must prioritise: 
• Access to education and employment opportunities  
• Social inclusion and non-discrimination  
• Legal status and citizenship pathways  
Without durable solutions, children risk remaining in prolonged 
displacement, with limited opportunities for development and self-
reliance (Betts & Collier, 2017). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises (12.6.7) 
1. What are the three main durable solutions for displaced 

populations?  
2. Why is long-term integration important for children?  
3. What challenges may arise in implementing durable solutions?  

 
 

4.8  Summary 
 
This unit has examined the complex realities faced by children, youth, 
and unaccompanied minors in displacement contexts, emphasising their 
unique vulnerabilities, rights, and protection needs. The unit began by 
establishing that children represent a significant proportion of displaced 
populations globally, making their protection a central concern in 
humanitarian and development discourse. It highlighted that 
displacement disrupts key aspects of childhood, including family 
structures, education, and social development. The unit underscores that 
protecting displaced children requires a holistic, rights-based, and 
context-sensitive approach that integrates humanitarian response with 
long-term development planning. 
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4.10  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

Section 12.3.1 
1. CRC, 1951 Refugee Convention, and UNHCR Guidelines.  
2. Non-discrimination, best interests, survival and development, 

participation.  
3. It prevents returning children to unsafe environments.  
4. They provide child-specific operational guidance.  
5. Weak institutions and a lack of resources.  
Section 12.3.2 
1. Malnutrition, disease, and poor sanitation.  
2. They lack adult protection and guidance.  
3. Camps: structured but overcrowded; Urban: less visible, more 

exclusion.  
4. Girls face sexual risks; boys face labour/recruitment risks.  
5. Multiple overlapping risks affect a child simultaneously.  
Section 12.3.3 
1. PTSD, anxiety, depression.  
2. It limits skills and future opportunities.  
3. It disrupts identity and social belonging.  
4. It creates chronic stress and hopelessness.  
5. Child-friendly spaces and counselling.  
Section 12.4 
1. Overcrowding, lack of materials, and untrained teachers.  
2. It affects certification and progression.  
3. It increases vulnerability to exploitation.  
4. Documentation, cost, discrimination.  
5. Camps offer access; urban areas restrict access.  
Section 12.5 
1. States are primary implementers of protection policies.  
2. Parallel systems create inequality and fragmentation.  
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3. Limited resources and weak coordination.  
4. Service delivery, funding, and advocacy.  
5. Funding dependency and lack of sustainability.  
Section 12.6 
1. It reduces exposure to exploitation and promotes stability.  
2. They help children catch up on missed education.  
3. Remove fees and integrate into public systems.  
4. Trauma-informed care addresses psychological needs.  
5. Provide support networks and reduce stigma.  
6. It ensures access to services and rights.  
7. Repatriation, integration, resettlement.  
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MODULE 4  POLICY, ACTIVISM AND 
TRANSNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

 
Unit 1  Social Networks, Diaspora Organisations and  

Political Activism. 
Unit 2  Remittances, Economic Development and  

Globalisation 
Unit 3  Refugee Resettlement, Social Cohesion and  

Transnational Policy 
 
 
Unit 1 Social Networks, Diaspora Organisations and Political 

Activism 
 
Unit Structure 
 
1.1  Introduction 
1.2  Learning Outcomes 
1.3  Transnational Social Networks and Collective Action 

1.3.1 Nature and Structure of Transnational Networks  
1.3.2 Social Networks and Political Mobilisation 

1.4  Diaspora Organisations and Political Engagement 
1.4.1 Advocacy, Lobbying and Policy Influence 
1.4.2 Humanitarian Response and Development Initiatives 

1.5  Tensions Between Activism and Citizenship Obligations 
1.5.1 Dual Loyalty and Political Responsibility 
1.5.2 Legal and Ethical Implications 

1.6  Diaspora Activism in Global Governance 
1.7  Summary 
1.8  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
1.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

 
 
1.1  Introduction 

 
In an increasingly interconnected world, migration is no longer a one-
way movement followed by assimilation into host societies. Instead, 
migrants often maintain strong ties with their countries of origin while 
simultaneously engaging in the political, social, and economic life of 
host countries. These cross-border linkages are sustained and 
strengthened through transnational social networks, which play a critical 
role in shaping diaspora identities, mobilising collective action, and 
influencing political processes across borders. 
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Diaspora communities are not passive actors; rather, they are dynamic 
agents of change. Through diaspora organisations, migrants engage in 
advocacy, lobbying, humanitarian action, and political activism. These 
organisations often operate across national boundaries, influencing both 
host-country policies and homeland politics. However, such activism is 
not without challenges. Diaspora political engagement can create 
tensions related to loyalty, citizenship obligations, and foreign policy 
concerns. This unit explores how diaspora networks function, how 
organisations mobilise resources and influence policy, and the complex 
relationship between activism and citizenship in a globalised world. 
 

 
 

1.2  Learning Outcomes 
 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
1. Analyse how transnational social networks facilitate collective 

action and political mobilisation among diaspora communities.  
2. Examine the role of diaspora organisations in advocacy, 

lobbying, and humanitarian interventions.  
3. Critically evaluate tensions between diaspora activism and host-

country citizenship obligations.  
4. Assess the broader implications of diaspora political engagement 

for global governance and development.  
 

 
1.3  Transnational Social Networks and Collective Action 

 
Transnational social networks refer to the web of relationships 
connecting migrants across borders, linking individuals, communities, 
and institutions in both host and origin countries. 
 
1.3.1 Nature and Structure of Transnational Networks 
 
Diaspora networks are built on shared identity, trust, kinship, and 
cultural ties. These networks are often informal but can evolve into 
structured systems involving associations, professional groups, and 
online communities. According to Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004), 
transnational migrants live in “simultaneity,” meaning they participate in 
multiple social fields across national boundaries. Digital technologies, 
particularly social media, have amplified these connections, enabling 
real-time communication and coordination. 
These networks can be classified into: 
• Kinship networks (family-based ties)  
• Community networks (ethnic or regional affiliations)  
• Professional networks (knowledge and skill exchange)  
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• Political networks (activism and advocacy groups)  
Such networks foster a sense of belonging that transcends geography, 
reinforcing collective identity and shared purpose. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What distinguishes transnational social networks from traditional 

migration patterns?  
2. How has digital technology transformed diaspora networking?  
3. Identify and explain two types of diaspora networks.  
 
1.3.2 Social Networks and Political Mobilisation 
 
Transnational networks play a crucial role in mobilising diaspora 
communities for political causes. These networks facilitate: 
• Information dissemination  
• Resource mobilisation  
• Coordination of protests and campaigns  
• Electoral participation in homeland politics  
For example, diaspora communities have been instrumental in political 
movements such as democratic reforms, anti-corruption campaigns, and 
conflict resolution efforts (Brinkerhoff, 2009). Social networks enable 
long-distance nationalism, where migrants remain politically engaged in 
their home countries. However, this engagement can sometimes be more 
ideological than pragmatic, as diaspora members are removed from 
everyday realities on the ground (Anderson, 1998). Moreover, networks 
often act as bridges between global institutions and local communities, 
amplifying voices that may otherwise remain marginalised. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What is meant by “long-distance nationalism”?  
2. How do diaspora networks facilitate political mobilisation?  
3. Discuss one advantage and one limitation of diaspora-led 

activism.  
 
1.4  Diaspora Organisations and Political Engagement 
 
As we move from understanding networks to examining organised 
action, it is important to recognise that diaspora engagement rarely 
remains informal for long. Over time, loosely connected networks often 
evolve into structured organisations. These diaspora organisations 
become the institutional backbone of transnational engagement, 
translating shared identity and sentiment into coordinated political and 
social action. You should imagine these organisations not simply as 
clubs or associations, but as strategic actors operating across borders. 
They occupy a unique position: rooted in host societies while 
maintaining deep emotional, cultural, and political ties to their 
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homelands. This dual embeddedness gives them both influence and 
complexity. 
 
1.4.1 Advocacy, Lobbying and Policy Influence 
 
Let us begin by reflecting on how diaspora organisations engage 
politically. One of their most significant roles lies in advocacy and 
lobbying. Unlike individual migrants, organisations possess structure, 
continuity, and legitimacy; qualities that allow them to interact 
effectively with governments and international institutions. In host 
countries, diaspora organisations often act as interest groups, advocating 
for policies that affect both migrants and their countries of origin. For 
instance, they may lobby for immigration reform, anti-discrimination 
laws, or refugee protections. At the same time, they frequently attempt 
to shape foreign policy toward their homelands. This can include 
advocating for economic sanctions, humanitarian intervention, or 
diplomatic recognition. 
 
Scholars such as Shain and Barth (2003) argue that diasporas have 
become increasingly influential in international relations precisely 
because of their ability to operate within democratic political systems. In 
such systems, access to policymakers is often mediated through 
organised advocacy, and diaspora groups, especially those that are well-
resourced and politically active, can exert considerable influence. Pause 
for a moment and consider this: why might diaspora organisations be 
particularly effective in lobbying compared to actors within the 
homeland itself? One answer lies in proximity to power. Being 
physically located in influential countries, often in the Global North, 
gives diaspora organisations access to decision-makers, media 
platforms, and funding opportunities that may not be available to actors 
in their countries of origin. However, effectiveness is not guaranteed. 
The impact of diaspora lobbying depends on several interrelated factors: 
the size and cohesion of the diaspora community, the resources at its 
disposal, and the openness of the host country’s political system. 
Fragmented diasporas, divided by ethnicity, religion, or political 
ideology, may struggle to present a unified voice. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. Why are diaspora organisations often more effective in lobbying 

than individuals?  
2. How does the political system of the host country shape diaspora 

influence?  
3. In what ways can internal divisions weaken diaspora advocacy 

efforts?  
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1.4.2 Humanitarian Response and Development Initiatives 
 
Beyond formal political lobbying, diaspora organisations are deeply 
involved in humanitarian and development activities. In many ways, this 
is where their impact becomes most visible and immediate. Imagine a 
natural disaster occurring in a migrant’s country of origin. While 
international organisations may take time to mobilise, diaspora 
communities often respond almost instantly. Through established 
networks and organisations, they raise funds, coordinate relief efforts, 
and channel resources directly to affected communities. Their local 
knowledge and emotional investment enable them to act swiftly and 
effectively (Brinkerhoff, 2012). 
 
Diaspora organisations also contribute to long-term development 
through initiatives such as building schools, supporting healthcare 
systems, and funding infrastructure projects. These efforts are often 
rooted in a strong sense of obligation, a desire to “give back” to the 
homeland. Yet, as you reflect critically, it is important to recognise that 
such contributions are not without limitations. One key challenge is 
coordination. Diaspora-led initiatives may operate independently of 
government strategies, leading to duplication of efforts or misalignment 
with national development priorities. 
 
Additionally, questions of accountability may arise, particularly when 
organisations manage significant financial resources without robust 
oversight mechanisms. Another issue concerns sustainability. While 
diaspora funding can provide short-term relief or support specific 
projects, it may not address the structural causes of underdevelopment. 
In this sense, diaspora contributions should be seen as complementary 
rather than substitutive to state-led development. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What advantages do diaspora organisations have in responding to 

humanitarian crises?  
2. Why might coordination with state institutions be challenging?  
3. Can diaspora-led development replace government intervention? 

Why or why not?  
 
1.5  Tensions Between Activism and Citizenship Obligations 
 
As we deepen our analysis, we must now confront a more complex and, 
at times, uncomfortable reality: diaspora activism is not always 
straightforwardly positive. It often exists within a web of tensions and 
contradictions, particularly concerning questions of loyalty, identity, and 
political responsibility. 
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1.5.1 Dual Loyalty and Political Responsibility 
 
Diaspora members frequently navigate what is commonly referred to as 
dual loyalty. They are, in many cases, citizens (or long-term residents) 
of one country while maintaining strong attachments to another. This 
duality can be enriching, allowing individuals to bridge cultures and 
perspectives. However, it can also create dilemmas. Consider a scenario 
in which a diaspora organisation advocates for policies that conflict with 
the foreign policy interests of its host country. Should members 
prioritise their obligations as citizens of the host state, or their emotional 
and political commitments to their homeland? 
 
Cohen (2008) suggests that diasporas operate within a framework of 
“multiple loyalties,” which can both enhance and complicate democratic 
participation. On one hand, diaspora engagement can enrich political 
discourse by introducing diverse perspectives. On the other hand, it may 
raise concerns about external influence and the integrity of domestic 
political processes. Another important issue is the question of distance. 
Diaspora members are often physically removed from the everyday 
realities of their homelands. This distance can sometimes lead to more 
idealised or hardline political positions, as individuals are not directly 
exposed to the consequences of the policies they advocate (Anderson, 
1998). 
 
As you reflect, ask yourself: Should political participation require 
physical presence and direct accountability? Or is transnational 
engagement a legitimate extension of global citizenship? 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What challenges arise from dual loyalty in diaspora 

communities?  
2. How does physical distance influence political perspectives?  
3. Should diaspora members have the same political influence as 

residents in the homeland?  
 
1.5.2 Legal and Ethical Implications 
 
Closely related to issues of loyalty are the legal and ethical dimensions 
of diaspora activism. States, by their very nature, are concerned with 
sovereignty and control over political processes. As a result, 
transnational political engagement can sometimes be viewed with 
suspicion. From a legal standpoint, governments may impose 
restrictions on activities such as: 
• Funding political parties abroad  
• Participating in foreign conflicts  
• Influencing domestic elections from outside national borders  
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These restrictions are often justified as necessary to protect national 
security and democratic integrity. However, they can also be seen as 
limiting the rights of individuals to engage with their countries of origin. 
Ethically, the questions become even more nuanced. Who has the right 
to speak on behalf of a nation? Is it those who reside within its borders, 
or does membership in a diaspora community confer a form of political 
legitimacy? 
 
Furthermore, there is the issue of accountability. Diaspora actors may 
advocate for policies or movements without bearing the direct 
consequences of their outcomes. This raises important concerns about 
responsibility and representation. These debates do not yield easy 
answers. Instead, they highlight the need for balanced approaches that 
recognise both the rights of diaspora communities and the sovereignty of 
states. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What are some legal restrictions on diaspora political activities?  
2. Why is accountability a concern in diaspora activism?  
3. How can states balance sovereignty with transnational 

engagement?  
 

13.6  Diaspora Activism in Global Governance 
 
Having explored both the potential and the tensions of diaspora 
activism, we can now situate these dynamics within a broader context: 
global governance. Diaspora communities are increasingly recognised as 
important actors in international affairs. They participate in global 
advocacy campaigns, contribute to human rights monitoring, and engage 
with international organisations. In doing so, they often act as bridges 
between local realities and global institutions. Gamlen (2014) notes that 
many states have begun to institutionalise diaspora engagement through 
dedicated ministries and policies. This reflects a growing recognition 
that diasporas are not merely populations abroad, but strategic partners 
in development and diplomacy. 
 
However, diaspora influence in global governance is uneven. It depends 
on factors such as geopolitical context, access to institutional platforms, 
and the level of organisation within the diaspora itself. Some 
communities wield significant influence, while others remain 
marginalised. As you consider this, reflect on the broader implications: 
diaspora activism challenges traditional notions of state-centric 
governance. It introduces new actors, new channels of influence, and 
new forms of political participation that transcend national boundaries. 
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Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. How do diaspora communities contribute to global governance?  
2. Why is their influence uneven across different contexts?  
3. What does diaspora activism reveal about the changing nature of 

international politics?  
 

 
 

1.7  Summary 
 
In this unit, you have been guided through the evolving landscape of 
diaspora engagement, beginning with informal networks and 
culminating in structured political activism and global influence. We 
have seen that diaspora organisations transform shared identity into 
collective action, engaging in advocacy, lobbying, and humanitarian 
efforts. At the same time, these activities are shaped by, and sometimes 
constrained by, complex tensions related to citizenship, loyalty, legality, 
and ethics. Perhaps the most important takeaway is this: diaspora 
communities are neither peripheral nor passive. They are active 
participants in shaping political, social, and economic processes across 
borders. Yet, their influence must be understood within a framework 
that acknowledges both their potential and their limitations. As you 
move forward, keep in mind that diaspora activism is not a static 
phenomenon. It is constantly evolving, shaped by technological change, 
globalisation, and shifting political landscapes. Your task, as a student 
of transnational development, is to approach this subject with both 
analytical rigour and critical reflection. 
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1.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 

 
13.3.1 
1. They involve sustained cross-border interactions rather than 

permanent settlement.  
2. It enables instant communication and coordination.  
3. Examples: kinship networks, professional networks.  
13.3.2 
1. Political engagement from abroad.  
2. Through communication, funding, and coordination.  
3. Advantage: mobilisation; Limitation: detachment from local 

realities.  
 
13.4.1 
1. Size, resources, and access to power.  
2. Through lobbying and advocacy campaigns.  
3. Example: influencing foreign policy decisions.  
13.4.2 
1. Speed and local knowledge.  
2. Limited resources, coordination issues.  
3. Through funding and project implementation.  
13.5.1 
1. Loyalty to both host and origin countries.  
2. Conflicting political interests.  
3. Ethical concerns about interference.  
13.5.2 
1. Legal restrictions on foreign involvement.  
2. Diaspora may lack direct accountability.  
3. Through regulation and dialogue.  
13.6 
1. Advocacy and policy influence.  
2. Institutional access and political context.  
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Unit 2  Remittances, Economic Development and 
Globalisation 

 

Unit Structure 

2.1  Introduction 
2.2  Learning Outcomes 
2.3  Remittances: Scale, Channels and Economic Significance 

2.3.1 Scale and Global Patterns of Remittances 
2.3.2 Channels of Remittance Transfers 

2.4  Remittances and Development Outcomes 
2.4.1 Household Welfare and Poverty Reduction 
2.4.2 Investment, Inequality and Local Economies 

2.5  Diaspora Knowledge Networks, Investment and Entrepreneurship 
2.5.1 Knowledge Transfer and Brain Circulation 
2.5.2 Diaspora Investment and Entrepreneurship 

2.6  Limits of Diaspora-Led Development 
2.6.1 Structural Constraints and State Responsibility 
2.6.2 Dependency, Volatility and Policy Risks 

2.7  Globalisation, Migration and Uneven Development 
2.8  Summary 
2.9  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
2.10  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

 
2.1  Introduction 

 
As we continue our exploration of diaspora and transnational 
development, we now turn to one of the most tangible and widely 
discussed contributions of migrants to their countries of origin: 
remittances. If you reflect on earlier discussions of social networks and 
diaspora organisations, you will notice that economic flows often 
underpin these connections. Among these flows, remittances stand out 
as both deeply personal and profoundly structural. Remittances are not 
simply financial transactions. They are expressions of obligation, 
solidarity, and identity. They reflect enduring ties between migrants and 
their families, communities, and nations of origin. Yet, beyond the 
household level, remittances have significant implications for economic 
development, global inequality, and state policy. 
 
In this unit, you will be guided to critically examine the scale and impact 
of remittances, the broader role of diaspora in economic development, 
and the limitations of relying on diaspora-led initiatives as substitutes 
for structural transformation. As you engage with this material, you 
should continually ask yourself: Can migration-driven development 
truly replace the role of the state? Or does it merely complement it? 
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2.2  Learning Outcomes 

 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Assess the scale, channels, and developmental impact of diaspora 

remittances on origin-country economies.  
• Analyse the role of diaspora knowledge networks, investment, 

and entrepreneurship in transnational economic development.  
• Critically evaluate the limitations of diaspora-led development as 

a substitute for structural economic transformation.  
• Reflect on the relationship between migration, globalisation, and 

uneven development.  
• Apply theoretical and empirical insights to real-world 

development challenges.  
 
 
2.3  Remittances: Scale, Channels and Economic  

Significance 
 
Let us begin with a foundational question: What exactly are remittances, 
and why do they matter so much in development discourse? Remittances 
refer to the money and resources that migrants send back to their 
countries of origin, typically to support family members. However, their 
significance extends far beyond individual households. 
 
2.3.1 Scale and Global Patterns of Remittances 
 
Over the past few decades, remittances have grown into one of the 
largest sources of external finance for developing countries. According 
to the World Bank, remittance flows to low- and middle-income 
countries have consistently surpassed foreign direct investment (FDI) 
and official development assistance (ODA) in many contexts (World 
Bank, 2023). Pause and reflect: what does this tell us about the role of 
migrants in the global economy? It suggests that migrants are not merely 
labourers abroad; they are key economic actors sustaining entire 
economies. Countries such as Nigeria, India, Mexico, and the 
Philippines receive billions of dollars annually from their diasporas. In 
some smaller economies, remittances account for a significant 
proportion of GDP. 
 
Remittance flows tend to follow predictable patterns: 
• They increase during economic crises in the origin countries  
• They are relatively stable compared to other financial flows  
• They often rise in response to natural disasters  
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This stability makes remittances particularly valuable as a counter-
cyclical source of income, helping households and economies weather 
economic shocks (Ratha, 2013). However, it is important not to 
romanticise these flows. Remittances are earned through labour, often 
under difficult conditions, and their sustainability depends on migrants’ 
economic security in host countries. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. Why are remittances considered more stable than other financial 

flows?  
2. What does the scale of remittances reveal about global migration?  
3. How do remittances respond to crises in origin countries?  
 
2.3.2 Channels of Remittance Transfers 
 
Now, let us consider how remittances are transferred. This is more 
complex than it might initially appear. Remittances can be sent through: 
• Formal channels (banks, money transfer operators like Western 

Union)  
• Informal channels (family networks, cash transfers, hawala 

systems)  
Formal channels are increasingly encouraged by governments and 
international organisations because they are more transparent and can be 
integrated into financial systems. However, informal channels remain 
widespread, particularly in regions where banking infrastructure is 
limited, transfer costs are high, and trust in institutions is low. One of 
the major challenges in remittance transfers is transaction cost. High 
fees can significantly reduce the amount of money that reaches 
recipients. Efforts such as the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) aim to reduce remittance costs to below 3%. 
As you think about this, consider the broader implications: reducing 
transaction costs is not merely a technical issue; it is a matter of 
economic justice. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What are the differences between formal and informal remittance 

channels?  
2. Why do migrants still use informal systems?  
3. How do transaction costs affect development outcomes?  
 
2.4  Remittances and Development Outcomes 
 
Having examined the scale and mechanisms of remittances, we now turn 
to a deeper question: Do remittances actually promote development? 
The answer, as you might expect, is complex. 
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2.4.1  Household Welfare and Poverty Reduction 
 
At the most immediate level, remittances have a clear and measurable 
impact on household welfare. They are often used to cover basic needs 
such as food, education, healthcare and housing. Numerous studies have 
shown that remittances contribute to poverty reduction, particularly in 
rural areas where alternative income sources may be limited (Adams & 
Page, 2005). From a teaching perspective, it is useful to think of 
remittances as a form of private social protection system. They provide a 
safety net in contexts where state welfare systems are weak or absent. 
However, there are important nuances. While remittances can reduce 
poverty, they may also create dependency. Households that rely heavily 
on remittances may have less incentive to engage in local economic 
activities. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. How do remittances improve household welfare?  
2. In what ways can remittances reduce poverty?  
3. What risks are associated with remittance dependency?  
 
4.4.2 Investment, Inequality and Local Economies 
 
Beyond household consumption, remittances can also contribute to 
investment and economic development. Migrants may invest in small 
businesses, real estate, agriculture, education and skills development. 
These investments can stimulate local economies, create jobs, and 
enhance productivity. However, the impact of remittances on inequality 
is more ambiguous. In some cases, remittances may widen inequality 
because: 

• Only certain households have migrants abroad.  
• Wealthier families are more likely to migrate  
• Remittance income can create disparities within communities  
As you reflect, consider this paradox: remittances can both reduce 
poverty and increase inequality at the same time. This dual effect 
highlights the importance of context. The developmental impact of 
remittances depends on factors such as governance, infrastructure, and 
economic policy. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. How can remittances contribute to local investment?  
2. Why might remittances increase inequality?  
3. What factors influence the developmental impact of remittances?  
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2.5  Diaspora Knowledge Networks, Investment and  
Entrepreneurship 

 
So far, we have focused primarily on financial flows. However, diaspora 
contributions extend far beyond money. Increasingly, scholars 
emphasise the importance of knowledge, skills, and innovation in 
transnational development. 
 
2.5.1 Knowledge Transfer and Brain Circulation 
 
Traditionally, migration was associated with brain drain, the loss of 
skilled individuals from developing countries. However, this perspective 
has evolved. Today, the concept of brain circulation recognises that 
migrants can contribute to their home countries through knowledge 
sharing, technology transfer and professional collaboration. Diaspora 
professionals often participate in transnational networks, linking 
universities, research institutions, and industries across borders (Meyer, 
2001). Digital technologies have further facilitated these exchanges, 
enabling remote collaboration and virtual engagement. As you reflect, 
consider how this challenges traditional notions of development. 
Knowledge is no longer confined to geographic boundaries; it flows 
through networks that transcend the nation-state. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What is the difference between brain drain and brain circulation?  
2. How do diaspora networks facilitate knowledge transfer?  
3. Why is knowledge important for development?  
 
2.5.2  Diaspora Investment and Entrepreneurship 
 
Diaspora communities also play a significant role in investment and 
entrepreneurship. Migrants often invest in their countries of origin due 
to: 
• Familiarity with local markets  
• Emotional attachment  
• Desire to contribute to development  
Diaspora entrepreneurs can introduce new business models, 
technologies, and management practices. They often act as bridges 
between global and local markets, facilitating trade and investment. 
However, diaspora investment is not without challenges. These include 
political instability, corruption, lack of infrastructure and regulatory 
barriers. These constraints highlight an important lesson: diaspora 
engagement cannot substitute for good governance and institutional 
capacity. 
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Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. Why are diaspora investors uniquely positioned to contribute to 

development?  
2. What challenges do diaspora entrepreneurs face?  
3. How does governance affect diaspora investment?  
 
2.6  Limits of Diaspora-Led Development 
 
At this stage, it is essential to adopt a critical perspective. While 
diaspora contributions are significant, they are not a panacea. 
 
2.6.1 Structural Constraints and State Responsibility 
 
Development is fundamentally a structural process, involving 
industrialisation, infrastructure development, institutional reform and 
economic diversification. Diaspora remittances and investments, while 
valuable, cannot replace these processes. De Haas (2010) argues that 
migration is often a symptom of underdevelopment rather than a 
solution to it. In other words, people migrate because of limited 
opportunities at home. While remittances can alleviate some of these 
challenges, they do not address the root causes. This brings us to a 
crucial point: the state remains central to development. Effective 
governance, sound economic policies, and public investment are 
essential for sustainable growth. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. Why can diaspora contributions not replace state-led 

development?  
2. What are the structural components of economic development?  
3. How is migration linked to underdevelopment?  
 
2.6.2 Dependency, Volatility and Policy Risks 
 
Another limitation of diaspora-led development is the risk of 
dependency and volatility. While remittances are relatively stable, they 
are not immune to global economic shocks. For example, economic 
downturns in host countries can reduce migrants’ incomes and, 
consequently, remittance flows. Furthermore, excessive reliance on 
remittances can lead to reduced labour market participation, currency 
appreciation (Dutch disease effects) and weak domestic production. 
From a policy perspective, governments must strike a balance between 
leveraging diaspora resources and promoting domestic economic 
capacity. 
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Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What risks are associated with remittance dependency?  
2. How can global economic conditions affect remittances?  
3. What is the role of government in managing these risks?  
 
2.7  Globalisation, Migration and Uneven Development 
 
To conclude this analytical journey, we must situate remittances and 
diaspora engagement within the broader context of globalisation. 
Globalisation has facilitated the movement of people, capital, and ideas. 
However, it has also produced uneven development, with significant 
disparities between regions and countries. Migration is both a product 
and a driver of these inequalities. Remittances, in turn, are part of a 
complex system that redistributes resources across borders, but not 
always in ways that promote equitable development. As a student, you 
should recognise that diaspora-led development is embedded within 
global structures of power, inequality, and opportunity. Understanding 
these dynamics is essential for developing effective and equitable 
policies. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. How is migration linked to globalisation?  
2. What is meant by uneven development?  
3. Can remittances reduce global inequality? Why or why not?  

 
 

2.8  Summary 
 
In this unit, you have explored the multifaceted relationship between 
remittances, diaspora engagement, and economic development. We 
began by examining the scale and significance of remittances, 
recognising them as one of the most important financial flows to 
developing countries. We then analysed their impact on household 
welfare, investment, and inequality, noting both their benefits and 
limitations. Moving beyond financial flows, we explored the role of 
diaspora knowledge networks, entrepreneurship, and investment in 
shaping development outcomes. Finally, we critically evaluated the 
limits of diaspora-led development, emphasising the continued 
importance of state-led structural transformation. The key lesson is this: 
diaspora contributions are powerful, but they are not sufficient on their 
own. Sustainable development requires a combination of migration, 
policy, institutions, and global cooperation. 
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210  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
Section 14.3 – Remittances: Scale, Channels and Economic Significance 
1. Why are remittances considered more stable than other 

financial flows? Remittances are considered more stable because 
they are driven by personal obligations and family ties rather than 
profit motives. Migrants continue to send money even during 
economic downturns, and in many cases, they increase support 
during crises. This makes remittances counter-cyclical, unlike 
foreign investment, which tends to decline in unstable conditions.  

2. What does the scale of remittances reveal about global 
migration? The scale of remittances highlights that migrants are 
key economic actors in the global system. Their contributions 
often exceed official aid and, in some countries, rival foreign 
investment. This demonstrates that migration is not just a social 
phenomenon but a central pillar of global economic 
interdependence.  

3. How do remittances respond to crises in origin countries? 
Remittances typically increase during crises, such as economic 
downturns, conflicts, or natural disasters. Migrants send more 
money to support their families, making remittances an informal 
but effective shock-absorbing mechanism.  

Section 14.3.2 – Remittance Channels 
1. What are the differences between formal and informal 

remittance channels? Formal channels include banks and 
licensed money transfer operators, offering security, transparency, 
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and regulation. Informal channels, such as hawala or personal 
transfers, rely on trust-based networks and are often faster and 
cheaper but less regulated.  

2. Why do migrants still use informal systems? Migrants use 
informal channels because they are often more accessible, 
cheaper, faster, and culturally familiar, especially in regions with 
weak banking infrastructure or low trust in formal institutions.  

3. How do transaction costs affect development outcomes? High 
transaction costs reduce the amount of money received by 
households, thereby limiting the developmental impact of 
remittances. Lower costs mean more resources for consumption, 
education, and investment.  

Section 14.4 – Remittances and Development Outcomes 
14.4.1 Household Welfare and Poverty 
1. How do remittances improve household welfare? Remittances 

improve welfare by enabling households to meet basic needs such 
as food, healthcare, education, and housing, thereby enhancing 
living standards.  

2. In what ways can remittances reduce poverty? They increase 
household income, provide financial stability, and act as a private 
safety net, particularly in areas with weak state welfare systems.  

3. What risks are associated with remittance dependency? 
Dependency may reduce motivation to work locally, weaken 
productivity, and create long-term reliance on external income, 
which can be risky if remittance flows decline.  

14.4.2 Investment, Inequality and Local Economies 
1. How can remittances contribute to local investment? They can 

be invested in small businesses, agriculture, housing, and 
education, which stimulates economic activity and job creation.  

2. Why might remittances increase inequality? Because not all 
households receive remittances, those that do may become 
relatively wealthier, leading to income disparities within 
communities.  

3. What factors influence the developmental impact of 
remittances? Key factors include government policies, 
institutional quality, infrastructure, financial systems, and 
economic opportunities in the origin country.  

Section 14.5 – Diaspora Knowledge, Investment and Entrepreneurship 
14.5.1 Knowledge Transfer 
1. What is the difference between brain drain and brain 

circulation? Brain drain refers to the loss of skilled workers from 
a country. In contrast, brain circulation recognises that migrants 
can share knowledge, skills, and innovation across borders, 
benefiting both host and origin countries.  

2. How do diaspora networks facilitate knowledge transfer? 
They connect professionals, institutions, and industries globally, 
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enabling collaboration, technology transfer, and capacity 
building.  

3. Why is knowledge important for development? Knowledge 
drives innovation, productivity, and economic competitiveness, 
making it essential for long-term development.  

14.5.2 Diaspora Investment 
1. Why are diaspora investors uniquely positioned to contribute 

to development? They possess local knowledge, cultural 
understanding, and emotional attachment, which reduces 
investment risks and encourages long-term commitment.  

2. What challenges do diaspora entrepreneurs face? They often 
face corruption, weak institutions, political instability, and poor 
infrastructure, which can discourage investment.  

3. How does governance affect diaspora investment? Good 
governance encourages investment by providing stability, 
transparency, and legal protection, while poor governance 
discourages it.  

Section 14.6 – Limits of Diaspora-Led Development 
14.6.1 Structural Constraints 
1. Why can diaspora contributions not replace state-led 

development? Because development requires large-scale 
structural changes, including infrastructure, industrialisation, and 
institutional reform, which only the state can effectively provide.  

2. What are the structural components of economic 
development? These include industrial growth, infrastructure 
development, institutional capacity, education systems, and 
economic diversification.  

3. How is migration linked to underdevelopment? Migration 
often occurs due to lack of opportunities, unemployment, and 
weak economies, meaning it is often a symptom rather than a 
solution.  

14.6.2 Dependency and Volatility 
1. What risks are associated with remittance dependency? Risks 

include reduced labour participation, economic vulnerability, and 
over-reliance on external income sources.  

2. How can global economic conditions affect remittances? 
Economic downturns in host countries can reduce migrants’ 
incomes, leading to declines in remittance flows.  

3. What is the role of government in managing these risks? 
Governments should promote economic diversification, job 
creation, and strong financial systems to reduce reliance on 
remittances.  

Section 14.7 – Globalisation, Migration and Uneven Development 
1. How is migration linked to globalisation? Globalisation 

facilitates the movement of people, capital, and ideas, making 
migration a key feature of interconnected global systems.  



MGS813   MIGRANT TRANSNATIONALISM, REFUGEES AND DIASPORA 

 

175 

 

2. What is meant by uneven development? Uneven development 
refers to disparities in economic growth and opportunities 
between countries and regions, often driven by global 
inequalities.  

3. Can remittances reduce global inequality? Why or why not? 
Remittances can reduce inequality at the household or national 
level, but they do not fundamentally change global economic 
structures. In some cases, they may even reinforce inequalities if 
access to migration is uneven. 
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Unit 3  Refugee Resettlement, Social Cohesion and  
Transnational Policy 

 

Unit Structure 

3.1  Introduction 
3.2  Learning Outcomes 
3.3  International Frameworks for Refugee Protection and  

Resettlement 
3.3.1 The Global Refugee Regime and Legal Foundations 
3.3.2 UNHCR and the Durable Solutions Framework 
3.3.3 National Policies and Regional Approaches 

3.4  Social Cohesion and Integration in Host Societies 
3.4.1 Understanding Social Cohesion and Integration 
3.4.2 Challenges of Refugee Integration 
3.4.3 Strategies for Promoting Social Cohesion 
3.4.4 Case Reflections and Comparative Insights 

3.5  Refugees, Transnationalism and Development 
3.5.1 Refugee Remittances and Economic Contributions 
3.5.2 Transnational Identities and Social Networks 
3.5.3 Refugees and Post-Conflict Reconstruction 
3.5.4 Rethinking Refugees as Development Actors 

3.6  Designing Policy for Refugee Integration and Transnational  
Development 
3.6.1 Understanding the Policy Context 
3.6.2 Identifying Policy Problems and Framing Issues 
3.6.3 Designing Evidence-Based Policy Interventions 
3.6.4 Structuring a Policy Brief 
3.6.5 Ethical and Political Considerations in Policy Design 

3.7  Summary 
3.8  References/Further Reading/Web Sources 
3.9  Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 
 

 
3.1  Introduction 

As we enter this final unit of the module, we shift our attention from 
voluntary migration and diaspora engagement to one of the most urgent 
and complex dimensions of global mobility: forced migration and 
refugee resettlement. Unlike earlier discussions of migrants who move 
in search of opportunity, refugees are compelled to flee due to conflict, 
persecution, environmental crises, or political instability. This 
distinction is critical. Refugees do not simply relocate; they are often 
displaced under conditions of vulnerability, uncertainty, and profound 
loss. 
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At the centre of global refugee governance is the work of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, commonly known as 
UNHCR. Since its establishment in 1950, UNHCR has played a central 
role in protecting displaced populations and coordinating international 
responses. However, as you will soon appreciate, refugee protection is 
not the responsibility of a single institution. It is shaped by a complex 
web of international law, national policies, regional frameworks, and 
local practices. In this unit, you will be guided to critically examine how 
refugee resettlement operates, how host societies respond to large-scale 
displacement, and how policy interventions can promote both 
integration and social cohesion. You will also be challenged to think like 
a policymaker, designing solutions that are not only theoretically sound 
but also practically viable. 
 
As you read, reflect on the following fundamental question: 
How can states balance humanitarian responsibility with social stability 
in an increasingly unequal and politically fragmented world? 
 
 

3.2  Learning Outcomes 
 
By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
• Evaluate international and national frameworks governing 

refugee resettlement, including UNHCR’s durable solutions 
framework.  

• Analyse strategies for promoting social cohesion in diverse, 
multi-ethnic host communities.  

• Assess the challenges and opportunities associated with large-
scale refugee arrivals.  

• Critically examine the relationship between refugee integration 
and transnational development.  

• Design a policy brief proposing evidence-based interventions for 
improving refugee integration outcomes.  

 
 

3.3  International Frameworks for Refugee Protection and  
Resettlement 

 
To understand refugee resettlement, we must begin with the legal and 
institutional frameworks that define who a refugee is and what 
protections they are entitled to. 
 
3.3.1 The Global Refugee Regime and Legal Foundations 
 
Let us start with a foundational concept: Who qualifies as a refugee? 
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The definition is primarily derived from the 1951 Refugee Convention, 
formally known as the 1951 Refugee Convention. According to this 
convention, a refugee is someone who has a well-founded fear of 
persecution based on race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or 
membership in a particular social group. This definition was later 
expanded by the 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, 
which removed geographical and temporal limitations. One of the most 
important principles within this framework is non-refoulement, the 
obligation not to return refugees to a country where they face serious 
threats to their life or freedom (Goodwin-Gill & McAdam, 2007). 
 
Pause and reflect here. Why might this principle be considered the 
cornerstone of refugee protection? 
 
It is because non-refoulement establishes a minimum ethical and legal 
standard that all states are expected to uphold, regardless of political or 
economic considerations. However, while the legal framework appears 
robust on paper, its implementation varies significantly across countries. 
Some states fully embrace their obligations, while others adopt 
restrictive policies, citing concerns about security, economic burden, or 
political pressure. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. How does the 1951 Refugee Convention define a refugee?  
2. What is the principle of non-refoulement, and why is it 

important?  
3. Why might states fail to implement refugee protection 

frameworks fully?  
 
3.3.2 UNHCR and the Durable Solutions Framework 
 
Now that we have established the legal foundation, let us turn to the 
practical question: What happens to refugees after they flee? The United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees promotes what is known as 
the Durable Solutions Framework, which consists of three primary 
pathways: 
1. Voluntary repatriation – returning to the country of origin when 

conditions improve  
2. Local integration – settling permanently in the host country  
3. Resettlement – relocation to a third country  

Each of these solutions has its own advantages and limitations. 
• Voluntary repatriation is often considered the ideal solution, as it 

allows refugees to return home. However, it is only viable when 
safety and stability are restored.  
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• Local integration requires host countries to provide long-term 
rights, including access to employment, education, and 
citizenship. This can be politically sensitive.  

• Resettlement is the least common option, available to only a 
small percentage of refugees, often those deemed most 
vulnerable.  

 
As you reflect on these options, consider the following: Why is there no 
single universal solution to refugee displacement? The answer lies in the 
diversity of refugee experiences and the complexity of global politics. 
Each situation requires a context-specific approach, balancing 
humanitarian needs with political realities. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What are the three durable solutions proposed by UNHCR?  
2. Why is resettlement available to only a small number of 

refugees?  
3. What challenges are associated with local integration?  
 
3.3.3 National Policies and Regional Approaches 
 
While international frameworks provide guidelines, the actual 
implementation of refugee protection occurs at the national level. This is 
where politics, economics, and public opinion play a decisive role. 
Different countries adopt varying approaches to refugee resettlement: 
• Some countries implement inclusive policies, offering pathways 

to citizenship and integration.  
• Others adopt restrictive measures, limiting access to asylum or 

imposing strict border controls.  
Regional frameworks also play an important role. For example, the 
European Union has developed common asylum policies. At the same 
time, African states often rely on regional agreements such as the 1969 
OAU Refugee Convention, which expands the definition of refugees to 
include those fleeing generalised violence. This raises an important 
analytical point: refugee governance is not uniform. Regional histories, 
political priorities, and institutional capacities shape it. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. How do national policies influence refugee resettlement 

outcomes?  
2. What role do regional frameworks play in refugee protection?  
3. Why do refugee policies vary across countries?  
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3.4  Social Cohesion and Integration in Host Societies 
 
Having examined the legal and institutional frameworks governing 
refugee protection, we now turn to an equally important question, and 
often more contentious in practice: What happens after refugees arrive 
in host societies? The answer lies in the concept of social cohesion—a 
term that you will encounter frequently in policy debates, academic 
literature, and development practice. At its core, social cohesion refers 
to the ability of a society to ensure the well-being of all its members, 
minimise disparities, and avoid marginalisation (Ager & Strang, 2008). 
But social cohesion is not automatic. It must be actively constructed, 
negotiated, and sustained, particularly in contexts where large numbers 
of refugees enter already complex and diverse societies. As we explore 
this section, you should think critically about the following: 
Is integration primarily the responsibility of refugees, host societies, or 
both? 
 
3.4.1 Understanding Social Cohesion and Integration 
 
Let us begin by clarifying two closely related concepts: integration and 
social cohesion. Integration refers to the process through which refugees 
become part of the social, economic, cultural, and political life of the 
host society. Importantly, integration is not assimilation. It does not 
require refugees to abandon their identities or cultural practices. Instead, 
it involves a two-way process in which both refugees and host 
communities adapt to one another. 
 
Ager and Strang (2008) identify key domains of integration, including 
employment, housing, education, health, social connections, and rights 
and citizenship. As a student, you should recognise that these domains 
are interconnected. For example, access to employment influences 
housing stability, which in turn affects educational outcomes for 
children. Social cohesion, on the other hand, refers to the broader 
outcome of successful integration. It is reflected in: 
• Trust between groups  
• Shared values and norms  
• Low levels of conflict  
• Inclusive participation in society  
However, achieving social cohesion is not simply a technical process. 
Political narratives, media representation, and public perception deeply 
influence it. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What is the difference between integration and assimilation?  
2. What are the key domains of refugee integration?  
3. Why is social cohesion important for host societies?  
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3.4.2 Challenges of Refugee Integration 
 
While the concept of integration may appear straightforward, its 
implementation is often fraught with challenges. These challenges 
operate at multiple levels: individual, community, and structural. At the 
economic level, refugees frequently face barriers such as limited 
recognition of qualifications, language barriers and restricted access to 
labour markets. This can result in underemployment or unemployment, 
which not only affects refugees’ livelihoods but also shapes public 
perceptions of their economic contribution. 
 
At the social level, refugees may experience discrimination and 
xenophobia, social isolation and cultural misunderstandings. These 
challenges can hinder the formation of meaningful social connections, 
which are essential for integration. 
 
At the institutional level, barriers may include restrictive legal 
frameworks, limited access to public services and inadequate funding 
for integration programmes. One of the most critical challenges is the 
politicisation of migration. Refugees are often portrayed in public 
discourse as threats to security, culture, or economic stability. Such 
narratives can undermine social cohesion and create resistance to 
integration policies (Castles et al., 2014). 
 
As you reflect, consider this: To what extent are integration challenges 
rooted in structural inequalities rather than individual shortcomings? 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What are the main economic barriers to refugee integration?  
2. How does discrimination affect social cohesion?  
3. Why is migration often politicised?  
 
3.4.3 Strategies for Promoting Social Cohesion 
 
Despite these challenges, there are numerous strategies that can promote 
successful integration and strengthen social cohesion. These strategies 
operate across policy, community, and individual levels. At the policy 
level, governments can provide access to education and language 
training, facilitate labour market integration, and ensure legal 
protections and rights. Policies that promote early access to employment 
are particularly important, as they enable refugees to become 
economically self-sufficient and contribute to host societies. At the 
community level, initiatives may include intercultural dialogue 
programmes, community-based integration projects and partnerships 
between local organisations and refugee groups. Such initiatives help 
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build bridging social capital, connections between different social 
groups, which is essential for reducing prejudice and fostering mutual 
understanding. At the individual level, integration is supported by 
personal resilience, social networks and access to information and 
opportunities. 
Ager and Strang (2008) emphasise that successful integration requires 
alignment across these levels. Policies alone are insufficient without 
community support, and individual efforts cannot succeed without 
structural opportunities. As a student, you should think of integration as 
a multi-dimensional and dynamic process, rather than a fixed outcome. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What role do governments play in promoting integration?  
2. How can community initiatives support social cohesion?  
3. Why is employment central to integration?  
 
3.4.4 Case Reflections and Comparative Insights 
 
To deepen your understanding, it is useful to consider how different 
countries approach refugee integration. Some countries adopt inclusive 
models, focusing on early integration, access to services, and pathways 
to citizenship. Others adopt more restrictive approaches, limiting rights 
and emphasising temporary protection. These differences often reflect 
economic capacity, political ideology and historical experience with 
migration. For example, countries with strong welfare systems may be 
better equipped to support integration, while those facing economic 
challenges may struggle to provide adequate services. However, it is 
important not to assume that wealth alone determines success. Political 
will, institutional capacity, and social attitudes are equally important. 
As you reflect, ask yourself: What makes an integration policy effective? 
Is it resources, design, or public support—or a combination of all three? 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. Why do integration policies differ across countries?  
2. What factors contribute to successful integration?  
3. Can restrictive policies undermine long-term social cohesion? 

Explain.  
 
3.5 Refugees, Transnationalism and Development 
 
At this point in the unit, you may find yourself thinking of refugees 
primarily within the boundaries of host countries—focusing on 
integration, social cohesion, and domestic policy responses. However, to 
stop there would be to miss a crucial dimension of refugee experience. 
Refugees, like other migrants, do not exist in isolation within national 
borders. They are part of transnational social fields, maintaining 
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connections that stretch across countries, continents, and communities. 
These connections are not merely symbolic; they have real economic, 
social, and political consequences. So let us shift our perspective. 
Instead of asking, “How do refugees integrate into host societies?”, we 
now ask: “How do refugees remain connected across borders, and what 
does this mean for development?” 
 
3.5.1 Refugee Remittances and Economic Contributions 
 
Let us begin with something familiar, yet subtly different in this context: 
remittances. Earlier, in Unit 14, we explored remittances primarily in 
relation to voluntary migrants. Refugees also send money home, but 
their circumstances make this process far more complex. Imagine, for a 
moment, a refugee who has fled conflict, perhaps leaving behind not 
only property but also fragmented family networks. Despite these 
challenges, many refugees still find ways to send financial support to 
relatives who remain in precarious conditions. These remittances often 
serve as lifelines, sustaining households in situations where formal 
economic systems have collapsed. In fragile and conflict-affected 
settings, refugee remittances can: 
• Provide access to food and necessities  
• Support healthcare and education  
• Enable small-scale economic activities  
 
In some cases, these flows are more reliable than international aid. 
Why? Because they are driven not by policy cycles or donor priorities, 
but by personal obligation and emotional connection. However, as you 
think critically, it is important to recognise the constraints. Refugees 
often face limited employment opportunities, legal restrictions in host 
countries and economic insecurity. As a result, their capacity to send 
remittances is typically lower than that of other migrants. This raises an 
important analytical question: Can we expect refugees to contribute to 
development in the same way as voluntary migrants? The answer, as 
you might suspect, is no, not without acknowledging the structural 
inequalities they face. Yet, even within these constraints, refugee 
remittances demonstrate something profound: displacement does not 
sever economic responsibility; it transforms it. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. How do refugee remittances differ from those of voluntary 

migrants?  
2. Why are remittances particularly important in conflict-affected 

regions?  
3. What constraints limit refugees’ ability to send remittances?  
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3.5.2 Transnational Identities and Social Networks 
 
Let us now move beyond economics and consider identity. One of the 
most striking aspects of refugee experience is the persistence of 
transnational identity. Refugees often live with a dual or even multiple 
sense of belonging, connected to their country of origin, their host 
society, and sometimes a broader diasporic community. This is not 
merely an abstract concept. It shapes how refugees build social 
networks, access resources, and engage in political and cultural life. 
Through digital communication, community organisations, and family 
ties, refugees remain embedded in transnational networks. These 
networks allow them to exchange information, mobilise support, and 
maintain cultural continuity. 
 
But here is where the narrative becomes more complex. Transnational 
ties can be both enabling and constraining. On the one hand, they 
provide emotional support, access to information and opportunities, and 
a sense of continuity and identity. On the other hand, they may also 
reinforce separation from host communities, sustain expectations of 
return and create obligations that limit integration. As you reflect, 
consider this delicate balance: Can strong ties to the homeland coexist 
with successful integration in the host country? Rather than viewing 
these as opposing forces, many scholars argue that integration and 
transnationalism can be mutually reinforcing (Al-Ali et al., 2001). 
Refugees who feel secure in their host societies may actually be better 
positioned to maintain constructive ties with their countries of origin. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What is meant by transnational identity?  
2. How do social networks support refugees across borders?  
3. Can transnational ties hinder integration? Explain.  
 
3.5.3 Refugees and Post-Conflict Reconstruction 
 
Now let us turn to perhaps the most forward-looking dimension of this 
discussion: the role of refugees in post-conflict reconstruction. When 
conflicts subside and the possibility of return emerges, refugees often 
become key actors in rebuilding their societies. They bring with them: 
• Skills and knowledge acquired abroad  
• Financial resources  
• New ideas and perspectives  
 
In this sense, refugees can act as agents of transformation, contributing 
to economic recovery, institutional development, and social change. 
However, this process is far from straightforward. Return is often 
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complicated by continued insecurity, lack of infrastructure, political 
instability and social tensions. Moreover, not all refugees choose to 
return. Some establish permanent lives in host countries, while 
maintaining transnational engagement through investment, advocacy, or 
knowledge exchange. This leads us to an important insight: Return is not 
the only way refugees contribute to development. 
Even without physical return, refugees can support reconstruction 
through diaspora networks, financial transfers and advocacy for peace 
and development. At the same time, we must remain cautious not to 
place unrealistic expectations on refugees. They are not simply 
development tools; they are individuals navigating complex and often 
traumatic experiences. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. How can refugees contribute to post-conflict reconstruction?  
2. What challenges affect refugee return?  
3. Is physical return necessary for contributing to development? 

Why or why not?  
 
3.5.4 Rethinking Refugees as Development Actors 
 
At this stage, it is useful to step back and reconsider a broader narrative 
that often dominates public discourse. Refugees are frequently portrayed 
as burdens on economies, welfare systems, and social cohesion. But as 
we have explored in this section, this perspective is incomplete. 
Refugees are also economic contributors, social network builders, agents 
of knowledge transfer and participants in transnational development. 
This does not mean that their contributions are automatic or guaranteed. 
Rather, it suggests that outcomes depend heavily on policy frameworks, 
access to opportunities, and social and economic inclusion.  
 
In other words, the question is not simply “What do refugees 
contribute?” but also “Under what conditions can they contribute?” 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. Why are refugees often seen as burdens in public discourse?  
2. How can this perception be challenged?  
3. What conditions enable refugees to contribute to development?  
 
3.6  Designing Policy for Refugee Integration and Transnational 

Development 
 
At this stage in your learning, you are no longer simply absorbing 
knowledge; you are being invited to apply it. This section asks you to 
step into a new role: not just as a student, but as a policy analyst, 
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someone tasked with responding to one of the most pressing global 
challenges of our time. 
 
Let us begin with a fundamental question: What makes a good refugee 
policy? 
 
It is tempting to think of policy as a technical exercise, identifying a 
problem and proposing a solution. But as you have already seen 
throughout this unit, refugee issues are deeply embedded in political 
realities, social dynamics, and global inequalities. This means that 
effective policy must go beyond technical fixes. It must be context-
sensitive, evidence-based, ethically grounded, and politically feasible. In 
this section, you will be guided through the process of designing a 
policy brief, while encouraging you to think critically about the 
assumptions, trade-offs, and implications of your recommendations. 
 
3.6.1 Understanding the Policy Context 
 
Before you can propose solutions, you must first understand the context 
in which policy operates. Multiple layers shape refugee policy: 
• International frameworks, such as those coordinated by the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees  
• National laws and regulations, which determine who can enter, 

stay, and work  
• Local conditions, including labour markets, public services, and 

community relations  
 
These layers do not always align. For example, international norms may 
emphasise protection and rights, while national governments may 
prioritise security, economic concerns, or political pressures (Betts & 
Collier, 2017). As a policy analyst, your first task is to map this 
landscape. Ask yourself: 
• What are the main challenges facing refugees in this context?  
• What constraints do policymakers face?  
• Who are the key stakeholders?  
 
Stakeholders typically include refugees themselves, host communities, 
government agencies, non-governmental organisations and international 
institutions. Each of these actors has different interests, priorities, and 
levels of power. Now pause and reflect: Why is it important to consider 
multiple perspectives when designing policy? Because policies that 
ignore stakeholder dynamics often fail in implementation, even if they 
are theoretically sound. 
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Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What are the key levels at which refugee policy operates?  
2. Who are the main stakeholders in refugee integration?  
3. Why is context important in policy design?  
 
3.6.2 Identifying Policy Problems and Framing Issues 

 
Once you understand the context, the next step is to define the policy 
problem. This may seem straightforward, but it is one of the most 
critical and contested steps in policymaking. Consider this example: Is 
the problem “too many refugees,” or is it “insufficient integration 
systems”? 
 
These two framings lead to entirely different policy responses. Problem 
framing is not neutral. It reflects underlying assumptions, values, and 
political priorities (Stone, 2012). As such, a good policy analyst must be 
able to: 
• Identify how problems are currently framed  
• Critically evaluate these framings  
• Propose alternative perspectives where necessary  
 
For instance, instead of framing refugees as a burden, one might frame 
the issue as a missed opportunity for economic and social contribution. 
This shift in perspective can open up new policy possibilities, such as 
labour market integration and skills development. However, reframing 
problems also requires careful justification. Public opinion, media 
narratives, and electoral considerations often constrain policymakers. As 
you think about this, ask yourself: How can evidence be used to 
challenge dominant narratives about refugees? Research has shown, for 
example, that when refugees are given access to employment, they can 
contribute positively to economic growth over time (OECD, 2019). 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. Why is problem framing important in policymaking?  
2. How can different framings lead to different policy outcomes?  
3. What role does evidence play in shaping policy debates?  
 
3.6.3 Designing Evidence-Based Policy Interventions 
 
Now we arrive at the heart of the policy process: developing solutions. 
An effective policy intervention should be: 
• Evidence-based (grounded in research and data)  
• Feasible (realistic given political and economic constraints)  
• Inclusive (considering the needs of different groups)  
• Sustainable (capable of producing long-term outcomes)  
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Let us consider a few key areas where policy interventions are 
particularly important. 
 
1.  Labour Market Integration : Access to employment is widely 

recognised as one of the most important factors in successful 
refugee integration. Policies may include, but are not limited to, 
recognition of foreign qualifications, vocational training 
programmes and employer incentives. Such measures not only 
improve refugee livelihoods but also reduce public expenditure in 
the long term (Ager & Strang, 2008). 

2.  Education and Skills Development: Education is critical for 
both short-term adaptation and long-term integration. This 
includes language training, access to formal education systems 
and skills certification. 

3.  Social Cohesion Initiatives: Policies aimed at reducing social 
tensions may include community dialogue programmes, anti-
discrimination measures and public awareness campaigns. 

4.  Transnational Engagement: Recognising that refugees maintain 
cross-border ties, policies can support remittance facilitation, 
diaspora engagement programmes and knowledge transfer 
initiatives.  

 
As you develop policy ideas, it is important to consider trade-offs. For 
example, expanding access to services may require increased public 
spending, which can be politically sensitive. This brings us to a crucial 
insight: Good policy is not about perfect solutions—it is about making 
informed and balanced choices. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What are the key characteristics of effective policy interventions?  
2. Why is employment central to refugee integration?  
3. What trade-offs might policymakers face?  
 
3.6.4 Structuring a Policy Brief 
 
Having explored the substance of policy design, we now turn to the 
form: how to communicate your ideas effectively. A policy brief is a 
concise document that presents: 
1. The problem  
2. Key evidence  
3. Policy options  
4. Recommendations  
 
Let me guide you through each component. 
1.  Problem Statement: Clearly define the issue. Avoid vague or 

overly broad descriptions. Be specific and evidence-based. 
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2.  Background and Evidence: Provide relevant data and research 
findings. This is where you demonstrate your analytical depth. 

3.  Policy Options: Present multiple possible solutions. This shows 
that you have considered different approaches. 

4.  Recommendations: Identify the most appropriate course of 
action and justify your choice. 

5.  Implementation Considerations: Discuss how the policy can be 
put into practice, including potential challenges and solutions. 

 
As you write, remember that a policy brief is not an academic essay. It 
must be clear, concise and persuasive. Yet, it must also maintain 
analytical rigour. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. What are the main components of a policy brief?  
2. How does a policy brief differ from an academic essay?  
3. Why is clarity important in policy communication?  
 
3.6.5 Ethical and Political Considerations in Policy Design 
 
Before we conclude, we must address an essential dimension of 
policymaking: ethics. Refugee policy is not just about efficiency or 
effectiveness; it is also about justice, rights, and human dignity. 
Policymakers must navigate difficult questions, such as: 
• Who deserves protection?  
• How should limited resources be allocated?  
• How do we balance national interests with humanitarian 

obligations?  
These are not purely technical questions. They involve moral judgments 
and political choices. At the same time, policies must be politically 
viable. Even the most ethically sound proposal may fail if it lacks public 
support or institutional backing. Betts and Collier (2017) emphasise the 
importance of pragmatic approaches that align humanitarian goals with 
economic and political incentives. As you reflect on this, consider: Is it 
possible to design policies that are both ethical and politically realistic? 
This tension lies at the heart of refugee policy—and indeed, of 
development policy more broadly. 
 
Self-Assessment Exercises 
1. Why are ethical considerations central to refugee policy?  
2. What tensions exist between ethics and political feasibility?  
3. How can policymakers navigate these tensions?  
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 3.7  Summary 
 

As we conclude this unit, it is useful to pause and reflect on the 
intellectual journey we have undertaken. We began by examining the 
foundations of refugee protection, grounded in international legal 
frameworks such as the 1951 Refugee Convention and guided by 
institutions like the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. 
These frameworks establish not only who qualifies as a refugee, but also 
the obligations of states and the principles, such as non-refoulement, that 
underpin global protection regimes. From there, we moved into the 
complex and often contested terrain of integration and social cohesion. 
We explored how integration is not a one-sided process of adaptation, 
but a dynamic interaction between refugees and host societies, shaped 
by economic opportunities, institutional structures, and social attitudes. 
We also examined the barriers: economic exclusion, discrimination, and 
political resistance that can undermine these processes, as well as the 
strategies that can foster inclusion and mutual understanding (Ager & 
Strang, 2008). 
 
The unit then expanded your perspective by introducing the idea of 
transnationalism. Refugees, as we have seen, are not confined to the 
boundaries of host states. They maintain connections across borders, 
contributing to development through remittances, knowledge exchange, 
and participation in reconstruction processes. This challenges simplistic 
narratives that portray refugees solely as dependents, revealing their 
potential as active agents in global development (Al-Ali et al., 2001) 
instead. However, this potential is neither automatic nor guaranteed. It 
depends on the conditions under which refugees live and the 
opportunities available to them. This insight led us to a critical 
evaluation of policy frameworks, where you were encouraged to think 
beyond theory and engage with real-world challenges. 
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3.9 Possible Answers to Self-Assessment Exercises 

 
15.3 (Frameworks and Protection) 
• Refugees are defined as individuals with a well-founded fear of 

persecution based on specific grounds.  
• Non-refoulement is essential because it prevents forced return to 

danger.  
• Implementation gaps arise due to political, economic, and 

security concerns.  
15.4 (Integration and Social Cohesion) 
• Integration is a two-way process, unlike assimilation, which 

requires cultural abandonment.  
• Key domains include employment, education, housing, and social 

participation.  
• Challenges include discrimination, labour market barriers, and 

politicisation of migration.  
• Successful strategies combine policy support, community 

engagement, and individual agency.  
15.5 (Transnationalism and Development) 
• Refugee remittances are often smaller but highly significant in 

fragile contexts.  
• Transnational identities enable cross-border engagement but may 

complicate integration.  
• Refugees contribute to development through knowledge, 

networks, and reconstruction efforts.  
• Physical return is not necessary for transnational contribution.  
15.6 (Policy Design) 
• Policy must consider context, stakeholders, and constraints.  
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• Problem framing shapes policy direction (e.g., burden vs 
opportunity).  

• Effective interventions include labour access, education, and 
social cohesion programmes.  

• Policy briefs require clarity, evidence, and actionable 
recommendations.  

• Ethical tensions arise between humanitarian obligations and 
political realities. 
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