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INTERNATIONAL LABOUR MIGRATION
AND CLASS RELATIONS
Ay§e Oncii

Nearly all reviews of the international labour migration field
share one point in common. They begin by underlining the
phenomenal growth of a voluminous literature, highly uneven in
theoretical and methodological sophistication, fragmented along
disciplinary lines, patchy in results, diverse in topical concerns
and often contradictory in political premisses and interpretations.
Indeed, the field has emerged as a veritable growth industry in
social science research, its broader contours shaped by the chang
ing political itineraries and policy priorities of national govern
ments and international agencies.
One advantage of attempting yet another review in such a farflung field is that it relieves the author of the obligation to
provide exhaustive coverage. The present review is thus a highly
selective one, aiming to identify some of the salient theoretical
issues that have become crystallized in the 1980s and empirical
research relevant to them. Or perhaps more accurately, salient
issues as seen through the filtering lens of a social scientist located
in a major labour-exporting country, Turkey. For while
references to the Turkish migration research figure only tangen
tially in the following pages, the case informs much of what are
selected as important and challenging new developments in the
field. The present chapter thus represents a search for new
conceptual openings in the international comparative literature,
by an author well familiar with the existing bottlenecks of a
country-specific body of research and writing.
To provide an outline of what follows, I will first briefly touch
upon the two major contending conceptual frameworks in
contemporary international labour migration research: the
behaviourist (equilibrium) tradition and the historical-structural
(conflict) school. To the extent that these alternative perspectives
represent broader currents of dominant social and economic
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thought, the issue is an old one and to my mind a moot contro
versy. The lines of dispute are well marked, differences solidified
into adherents of alternative camps. Thus beyond outlining the
contrasting paradigms of global inequality these schools are
embedded in, I will make no attempt to review the variants of the
classical tradition. Instead, I will address myself to a series of
theoretical issues which have moved to the foreground within the
structuralist paradigm.
The intellectual frontiers of the international labour migration
field over the past two decades have been the attempts to link
labour flows to the historical-structural processes of the world
economy. What began in the early 1970s as a critical reaction to
classical, behaviourist models progressively gave way to analyses
based on the premisses of an international political economy and
a global system of inequalities. Thus throughout the 1970s, ques
tions of labour migration across national boundaries were framed
within the context of structurally uneven patterns of accumulation
on a world scale. The emphasis was on the development of a
macroanalytical framework within which interlinkages between
labour migration and reproduction of asymmetrical growth
patterns between the core and periphery of a global system could
be interpreted.
The challenge of the 1980s has been to step beyond such elegant
and sometimes formalistic global analyses, toward formulations
which take into account and try to explain variations between
advanced industrial economies of the core in their recourse to
foreign labour as well as alternative patterns of accommodation
of immigrants. Hence the salient trend of the 1980s has been
away from a blanket approach to labour importing (core) and
labour exporting (peripheral) societies, to more delimited attempts
to try to account for systematic variations. On the forefront of
the research agenda have been issues related to the heterogeneity
of labour-importing economies, differences in the social,
economic and political contours of their labour markets. In the
second section, I will focus on a series of concepts — such as
labour market segmentation, immigrant enclaves, modes of incor
poration of foreign labour — which have gained increasing
currency in the 1980s and represent attempts to come to grips
with changes in the internal structure of labour markets in
advanced industrial economies and the role of immigrant labour
within them.
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The variable impact and implications of labour exports on
peripheral societies has remained a largely unexplored topic,
despite an abundance of empirical material on individual coun
tries. Very broad formulations which emphasize the asymmetrical
gains to the core and periphery in the international migration
process, while useful, lose sight of the enormous variation
between the so-called peripheral societies. In the absence of
conceptual handles which serve to disaggregate the ‘periphery’,
enabling us to delineate major theoretical axes of comparison
between labour-exporting societies, the available empirical
material goes begging for interpretation. This issue will be taken
up towards the end of the present chapter, with a view to charting
impending avenues of future exploration.

The Two Contending Traditions in Migration Theory

Many of the current theoretical and methodological issues in the
field of international labour migration can be traced back to the
perennial debate between two contending currents of social and
economic thought: equilibrium (behaviourist) and historicalstructural (conflict) schools (Wood, 1982; Bach and Schraml,
1982; Papademetriou, 1983b).
Variants of equilibrium models include the cost-benefit analyses
and human capital models in neoclassical economics as well as
‘push-pull’ analyses in sociology. In both, migration is treated as
a voluntary and rational calculus by individuals seeking to
enhance their economic position. Migration flows are the
cumulative result of such individual decisions based on the
evaluation of the benefits to be gained and the costs entailed in
moving. The direction and magnitude of the aggregate process of
labour mobility is determined by the imbalances in the spatial
distribution of land, labour, capital and natural resources. By
redistributing human capital, labour migration restores the
balance (equilibrium) between unequally distributed resources
across space and hence serves development by correcting ruralurban, interregional and by extension, international differences in
the geographic location of factors of production (Lewis, 1959;
Sjaastad, 1962; Spengler and Myers, 1977). Since workers seek
out those employment opportunities which give them the greatest
return, their prospects for long-term economic and occupational
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advancement are also enhanced. In sum, sending regions and
countries, receiving regions and countries, as well as the migrants
themselves, benefit in the long term.
This putative harmony of interests implicit in variants of
human capital models in neoclassical economics finds its counter
part in the push-pull analysis of sociologists (Lee, 1966; Jackson,
1969; Jansen, 1970; Mangalam and Schwartzweller, 1970). Given
the presupposition that societies are fundamentally self
equilibrating and that migration is instrumental in achieving an
optimal distribution of population and other resources, the key
issues centre on ther questions of selectivity (differences in the
social and psychological attributes of migrants and non-migrants)
at the sending end and adaptation and/or assimilation at the
point of destination.
Global patterns of labour movements are viewed, from within
this perspective, in terms of the balance sheet of advantages and
disadvantages for individual countries. In the case of labour
exporting, less developed countries, such advantages and disad
vantages are formulated with reference to basic conditions and
strategic factors for economic development. Benefits or gains
include the hard currency remitted by migrant workers, which
relieves balance of payments difficulties and enables imports of
raw materials, capital goods and technology needed for develop
ment. On their return, migrants serve as agents of change by
applying their newly developed skills and ideas acquired abroad
to establish enterprises conducive to growth. These advantages
offset possible losses in skilled and educated manpower, hence the
balance sheet appears, on the whole, positive (Paine, 1974;
Todaro, 1976). In stimulating savings and investments in the
country of origin, labour emigration enhances the potential for
self-generating growth. What is required is the will and the ability
to utilize this potential, i.e. the right, governmental policies.
This essentially optimistic vision, reminiscent of the moderniza
tion theories of the 1960s with their promise of self-sustained
growth, remained virtually unchallenged during the period of
active labour recruitment in Western Europe. It is only in the
latter half of the 1970s that more sober assessments, emphasizing
unintended and unanticipated consequences for labour-importing
and exporting countries begin to appear in the literature. And the
overall tenor of the 1980s in the aftermath of economic crisis and
closing doors is definitely gloomy (Miller Mark, 1981; Rogers,
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1985; Miller Mark, 1986). But the potential contribution of
labour emigration for exporting countries is rarely questioned in
this context; the emphasis is on lost opportunities, analysed and
interpreted in terms of misguided government policy and paucity
of planning (e.g. Adler, 1981). Even in its most perceptive and
sophisticated versions, various strands of the equilibrium tradi
tion are concerned with the question of what went wrong, without
probing the central premisses of the model itself. The methodo
logical orthodoxy and empirical emphasis of the approach also
contribute, since operational definitions and proxy indicators of
conceptual variables at various levels of analysis can be associated
with one another through statistical techniques, without contra
dicting the underlying assumptions of the model itself.
Clearly, equilibrium models of labour migration are rooted in a
set of theoretical and methodological premisses that define a
broader tradition in social science research. It is important to
recognize the appeal of this tradition with its voluntaristic,
ameliorative assumptions and sophisticated methodological tools,
since it continues to define the current profile of international
labour migration literature. But the intellectual frontiers of the
field in the past decade reside elsewhere, in the attempts to link
migration flows to the historical-structural processes of the world
economy.
The historical-structural approach shifts the focus of analysis in
migration from the individual to the level of regional, national and
international politico-economic forces. At issue is not the assump
tion that individuals behave rationally, seeking to maximize their
economic advantages through migration. Nor is the problem one of
constraints on individual rationality such as social information
networks, family bonds, attitudinal propensities and so on, all of
which are extensively elaborated and often quantified in the behav
iourist tradition (see review by Kubat and Hoffman-Nowotny,
1982). Rather, the point is that analysis of migratory movements
cannot be reduced to the sum total of such individual decisions and
constraints thereupon. Hence the emphasis is upon the broader
historical-structural forces which define the preconditions and
directionality of labour flows, rather than the micro-context of
individual decision making. Labour migration is treated, not as a
discrete phenomenon to be subjected to separate analysis, but as an
integral component of the evolution of disparities between sectors,
regions and national units at the global level.
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Within the structuralist paradigm, both the causes and effects
of labour movements are sought in the deepening process of
combined and uneven development of regions and nations
(Castells, 1975; Portes, 1978a; Petras, 1980a, 1981; Zolberg,
1981; Sassen-Koob, 1980, 1981; Portes and Walton, 1981;
Walton, 1985). The concept of uneven development implies that
inequalities or gaps between sectors, regions or countries derives
not from disparities in the distribution of resources or factor
endowments, but from ‘the logic of capitalist accumulation and
the division of labour it commands according to the imperatives
of the rate of profit’ (Castells, 1975: 35). The implications of
viewing labour migration as integral to uneven development are
thus twofold. First, it means that the differences in levels of
development which produce labour flows are continuously
recreated by the same process. To put it differently, labour flows
do not lead to equilibrium, but reinforce existing sectoral
imbalances and regional inequalities, widening the gap between
sending and receiving areas. Viewed from this perspective, labour
migration is not simply a product, a result of differences in levels
of development, but an indispensable component of the capital
accumulation process and hence one of the motors of uneven
growth. It leads to the progressive subordination of the weaker
regions to the stronger ones (Damette, 1980; Lappie and Hoogstraten, 1980; Lappie, 1985; Slater, 1985); it results in the
weakening of less developed countries vis-a-vis more economically
developed ones (Chaney, 1979; Ward, 1975; Arrighi, 1985;
Sassen-Koob, 1987; Boyd et al., 1987; Cohen, 1987a).
Viewing labour migration as integral to uneven development
has a very important secondary implication as well. It means that
labour flows represent more than a dictate of economic logic, a
function of supply and demand in a laissez-faire market. To the
extent that the territorial and social effects of accumulation are
interrelated (Henderson and Castells, 1987), movements of labour
and capital are inextricably bound to class struggles, and hence
subject to ‘political logic’. And the role of the state as a political
actor in shaping the economic and spatial arrangements of
production, circulation and consumption comes to the foreground
(Peek and Standing, 1982; Aymard, 1985; Slater, 1985). Not only
do state policies of trade, protection and profit define the broad
outlines of capital investment and production, but the state also
regulates the conditions of labour and organizational strength of
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labour organizations (Evans et al., 1985; Bergquist, 1984).
Needless to point out, the nature, role and autonomy of the state
vis-a-vis class struggles is a sharply contested issue among
proponents of the historical-structural perspective. But such
differences in the conceptualization of the state notwithstanding,
the historical-structuralist perspective frames the analysis of
labour migration in the context of state and class conflicts on the
one hand, and processes of territorial and social accumulation on
the other. The regional and spatial facets of uneven development
become the key referent in the study of labour flows; its origins
(state-class struggles) and effects (socio-spatial distribution of
inequality) embrace multiple levels of causation, ranging from the
global to the local.
Within this macroanalytical framework, labour migration
across national boundaries is viewed as a process generated by
structurally uneven patterns of accumulation on a world scale.
The point of departure is a global system of vertically integrated
control and accumulation, of production and distribution, that is,
a world division of labour. A complexity of cross-national move
ments of capital, labour and commodities become interlinked
processes in the reproduction of asymmetrical growth patterns
between the core and periphery of this global system; integral to
the evolution of worldwide inequalities. The emphasis is thus
upon the dynamics of change on a world scale. Analysis is
couched at the level of global transformations, historical and
contemporary, generated by the cyclical rhythms, trends and
crises of accumulation on a world scale. Historically specific,
locally particular movements of labour are situated and inter
preted in terms of their linkages to major shifts in the direction
of capital and labour flows at the global level. Thus a wide range
of concrete labour flows across particular national boundaries
become the microcosm of changes and crises on a world scale,
ranging from Caribbean or Mexican migration to the USA
(Bonilla and Campos, 1982; Cockcroft, 1982) or immigration to
Switzerland from southern Europe (Casparis, 1985) to labour
immigration to OPEC countries (Sassen-Koob, 1981, 1982).
The somewhat synthetic tone of the paragraphs above arises in
part from an effort to encompass the multiple strands of the
historical-structural school. Within its rubric one finds not only
studies grounded squarely on the basic tenets of MarxismLeninism but also adherents of the world system perspective or
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more broadly neo-Marxist, political economy approaches as well
as many structural sociologists. Thus many of the studies already
cited one after another in the time-honoured review article tradi
tion, often represent different conceptual and theoretical starting
points. Any attempt to suggest certain broad generalizations
which cover these important differences is bound to sound
synthetic. But the diversity and complexity of various strands
within the historical-structural paradigm is only one aspect of the
problem. Part of the difficulty arises from the global reach of the
approach itself. For while its macroanalytical framework has been
and continues to be a potent point of departure in critical
assessments of the equilibrium perspective, its totalizing language
generates its own burden. The emphasis on the general, the
whole, the universal means that analysis takes the form of a
logical discourse based on a series of abstract concepts often
embedded in ideological controversies (for example interna
tionalization of the labour struggle; transnational circulation of
capital; inter-state system; global restructuring; recomposition of
capital and reindustrialization in the core; world market produc
tion in the periphery, to cite a few). Concrete labour movements
across specific boundaries are then used to illustrate deductive
arguments. As expressed by one of the leading proponents of the
paradigm itself, ‘Facts and figures are cited more as an illustra
tion of an argument than as a way to understand what is happen
ing. . . . We do not have to choose between surrendering to
irrelevant empiricism or dealing with social analysis in careless
terms’ (Castells, 1982: 117). Furthermore, the emphasis on neat
generalizations in terms of global mechanisms means that there
emerges a large category, ‘local variations’, which do not merit
explanatory attention on their own. While it is important to
understand different forms of labour migration at various stages
of capitalist development, every occurrence of labour migration
has its own history and its own outcomes as well as being part of
the more general process of uneven capitalist development. The
danger of relying on universal generalizations alone is that such
concepts as incorporation into the world economy, underdevelop
ment of the periphery etc., can become substitutes for explana
tion, avoiding the need to account for what is actually happening.
And within the historical-structural paradigm, the search for a
global logic tends to become more prestigious than explanations
of the particular. As Walton, another leading proponent of the
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perspective puts it, ‘In the early enthusiasm for critical views of
the development process, theoretical fashion shifted, perhaps, too
far in the direction of neat mechanisms of metropolitan-satellite
extractions or the totalizing language of a world system’ (1985:
5).
Obviously, to account for the whole as well as the particular is
no mean task. It should be clear by now that the two broad
paradigms outlined all too briefly earlier, representing different
streams or currents in international migration research, err in
opposite directions. While in the macroanalytical framework of
the historical-structural perspective the complexity and diversity
of reality is often glossed over, the equilibrium perspective’s
sophisticated methodology and empirical emphasis lends itself to
the multiplication of often disparate research findings which
simply do not add up to a vision of the whole. But to suggest
some sort of a modified position wherein the two perspectives
could converge; to search for a realm wherein they could meet,
so to speak, is not meaningful. To the extent that these perspec
tives are embedded in different currents of dominant social and
economic thought, and represent contending traditions, there is,
in effect, no golden mean. Not only because differences are
solidified into adherents of alternative camps with their embedded
ideologies such that to seek a meeting ground is not practical; but
also because it is not necessarily desirable. In the vast and diverse
literature on international migration, where the implicit and
explicit assumptions of the equilibrium perspective continue to
prevail, the conflict school, with its critical stance, has proved
fertile ground for germination of new concepts. And its short
comings, subject to debate within the paradigm itself, have
brought into the foreground a number of issues which continue
to define the intellectual frontiers of international migration
research. One such issue concerns the role of immigrant labour in
the labour markets of advanced industrial societies, that is,
attempts to come to grips with the empirically frustrating,
heuristically appealing concept of the ‘core’ and to concentrate on
the economic and political processes which define the contours of
labour markets of different labour-importing core countries,
attempting to account for variability as well as uniformity.
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Immigrants in the Labour Markets of Core
Economies
Why do advanced industrial economies of the core exhibit differ
ences in their recourse to foreign labour? How can the differential
demand for foreign labour in various sectors or industries within
core economies be explained? Why do immigrants of the same
nationality encounter different experiences in various countries of
the core? Or alternatively, how can we account for the different
patterns of incorporation of various nationalities in the same
labour-importing country?
Variants of the classical reserve army of labour thesis in the
international labour migration literature are of limited analytical
utility in providing answers to such questions. The principal
function of the reserve army, as it is usually described, is to keep
down labour costs by confronting employed workers with the
threat of easy replacement (Baran and Sweezy, 1966: ch. 6;
Amin, 1976: 351-64). Hence the notion that the unemployed
masses of dependent capitalist countries act as a veritable world
reserve army on the working class of the advanced capitalist
countries, to be recruited or sent away as the needs of core states
dictate, has occupied a solid place in Marxist and neo-Marxist
theories of imperialism, dependency and global inequality. The
specificity of foreign labour in the context of advanced
capitalism, according to such formulations, derives from the
politico-legal status of immigrants. Extensive legislation on selec
tive criteria for immigrant status means that foreign workers are
recruited from among the young, healthy and most reproductive
age groups; and their costs of reproduction, as well as their
families who succeed in accompanying them, are below the
average standards of indigenous workers (Castles and Kosack,
1973; Ward, 1975; Buraway, 1976). They are willing to work in
the worst safety and health conditions for lower wages, with
little immediate potential for political organization because of
their ideological isolation. Most importantly, given their legal
status as temporary aliens, they are particularly easy to lay off
when industry faces recession. Hence in addition to suffering
excessive exploitation, foreign migrant labour functions as a
regulator of capitalist crises, cushioning the impact of the expan
sion and contraction of capital. To quote from Petras (1980b:
176), ‘the advantage is that (foreign) labor can be recruited,
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restrained or expelled from entry according to sectoral, cyclical
and secular demands of capital’.
Moral stance and political merits aside, such global formula
tions based on the reserve army thesis do not provide conceptual
handles in approaching the sorts of questions posed above. The
unquenchable thirst of capital for a steady and docile yet
expendable and infinitely flexible labour supply, assumed to be a
‘natural’ tendency, explains everything and hence very little.
Indeed, in its cruder versions, it lends itself to vacuous func
tionalist arguments of the sort discredited by an enormous
amount of critical writing in the last two decades.
The emerging trend of the 1980s within the historical-structural
paradigm has been away from very broad, facile generalizations
to more delimited attempts to develop concepts which deal with
the diversity of labour markets in industrial economies and the
role of immigrant labour within them. Rethinking along these
lines has generated a stream of writing and research on the rela
tionship between large flows of foreign labour and the nature,
sources and consequences of labour market segmentation in core
economies.

Secondary Labour Markets and the Demand for
Foreign Labour
The current debate on labour market segmentation in industrial
market societies dates back to the 1970s when a number of studies
in the United States proposed a dual structure of primary and
secondary labour markets; a dichotomization based on tech
nology, skill and worker characteristics (for example Edwards et
al., 1975; Doeringer and Piore, 1971). Such studies challenged the
premiss that dualism is exclusively associated with underdevelop
ment; and that market rationality tends to integrate all economic
activities into a homogeneous whole in the advanced industrial
society, allocating persons and resources in a continuous array.
They suggested instead that contemporary Western market
societies tend to be divided segmentally, i.e. are characterized by
radical discontinuities. The ensuing debate on the general
applicability of models based exclusively on the United States
experience brought into the foreground questions about
variability between industrial societies and has since then
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generated a series of studies concentrating on sectoral variations,
inter-industry differences and more broadly on the dynamics of
labour market segmentation in European countries as well (for
example Berger and Piore, 1980; Wilkinson, 1981; Solinas, 1982;
Grant and Streeck, 1985; Morokvasic et al., 1986; Goldthorpe,
1984).
The relationship between large flows of foreign labour and
market segmentation in Western capitalist economies came on to
the agenda in international labour migration research through the
initial formulations of Piore (1979) and Portes (1978a) whose
original conceptualizations and later refinements (Berger and
Piore, 1980; Piore and Sabel, 1984; Piore, 1986; Portes, 1981;
Portes and Bach, 1984; Portes and Sassen-Koob, 1987) constitute
landmarks in the ongoing debate.
The conceptual framework originally proposed by Piore in his
seminal work Birds of Passage (1979) was based on a dual-labour
market formulation. The upper tier of this dual market (primary
market) is made up principally of monopoly or oligopoly firms,
while the lower (secondary market) is composed of competitive
firms. The former exercise significant control over their markets;
they utilize high capital intensity to enhance productivity and are
able to pass wage increases to consumers through control of
markets. Accordingly, jobs in the monopoly/oligopoly sector are
characterized by stability, tenure and high wages. The secondary,
competitive sector is by contrast faced with economic uncertainty,
demand unpredictability and offers low wages, substandard work
ing conditions and irregular tenure.
Given two distinct types of job associated with dual labour
markets, Piore proceeded to argue that national workers, because
they are interested in long-term career prospects, shun the secon
dary labour market where instability of employment is coupled
with menial status and lower wages. Such work is accepted only
by native marginal workers — such as students, housewives,
retired workers — whose labour force commitment is temporary
and who tend to view their income as supplementary. When such
marginal native workers are limited in number or tied down
geographically, filling secondary jobs with foreign labour is one
solution to the problem. Immigrant labourers tend to view their
stay as temporary and hence are undeterred by lack of long-term
career prospects or job instability; they are also untouched by
menial, demeaning work since they derive social status from their
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roles in their country of origin; they frequently come from areas
where wages are so low relative to those of the immigrant
receiving industrial country that the work seems much better paid
than it does to national workers. Thus the demand for low-cost
labour in the secondary sector and the attractiveness of such jobs
to immigrants is viewed as the engine of the migration process.
The key line of reasoning followed by Portes (1978b) in his
original analysis of illegal (undocumented) migration in the
United States, was again based on a two-sector model, but his
emphasis was on the informal hiring practices among small and
very small enterprises, notably in agriculture and a variety of
urban consumer services which, by their very nature, cannot be
relocated to areas of abundant, inexpensive labour. The survival
of such small enterprises depends on employment practices which
take place at the margins of the law because they entail savings
on tax and social security obligations; since they can easily escape
government regulation, they provide a congenial setting for casual
hiring, non-reporting of income etc. The notion of a thriving
informal urban economy in the midst of industrial societies has
since then been followed up by studies exploring what may be
termed an underground labour market (see Portes and SassenKoob, 1987 for a recent review). Also, research on clustering of
illegal immigrants in such sectors as garment, footwear, construc
tion, etc., characterized by the prevalence of very small enter
prises where informal hiring practices tend to be widespread, has
brought to the fore questions of immigrant enterprise and ethnic
enclaves.
The term enclave economy was coined by Portes (1981) to refer
to immigrant groups that have managed to gain control over a
significant segment of a local industry such that the immigrant
labour force works in enterprises owned by other immigrants.
The proliferation of immigrant business and upward mobility
opportunities within such enclave economies suggests a pattern
distinct from secondary sector employment, commonly associated
with bottom-rung, dead-end jobs. Following the line of reasoning
offered by Portes, it thus seems meaningful to talk about three
analytically distinct patterns of immigrant incorporation. The
first pattern, associated with primary sector employment is
characterized by job security, wage levels defined by collective
bargaining, and working conditions comparable to native
workers. Skilled immigrants arriving with secure legal status,
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subject to official recruitment policies, thus constitute one distinct
mode of insertion of foreign labour into the industrial economy.
The second pattern, associated with secondary labour markets as
originally outlined by Piore, stems from inelasticities in the
domestic supply of labour, i.e. consists of unskilled immigrants
hired for transient, short-term jobs of menial status, detached
from the main lines of structured mobility within the primary
sector of the labour market. The third — the enclave pattern
suggested by Portes — brings to the fore economic niches
captured by immigrant groups based on ethnic communal ties.
Once these distinct patterns or modes of incorporating foreign
labour are identified, there arises a series of analytical questions
about when or where one or the other might prevail. Recent
research suggests several observations. First, the pattern of incor
poration into the secondary labour market, which appears to be
the significant pattern in the United States, does not seem on
balance to have been the prevailing trend in continental Europe.
Bohning’s (1983) cross-national comparisons for instance, based
on the relationship between firm size and proportion of foreign
labour employed in different industries in France and Germany,
point towards the importance of primary sector employment in
manufacturing. Bohning underlines the importance of institutional
factors, such as industry-wide rather than craftsman-type unions
in continental Europe, as well as the political screening of
economic demand in more general terms. His point is that
economic demand for foreign labour (in the primary or secondary
sector) is a necessary but not sufficient cause of large-scale
immigration; whether and how much borders will be opened to
which type of foreign labour depends on domestic political
configurations. The possibility of different political and institu
tional responses to similar economic constraints is a point
reiterated in much current labour migration literature. Morokvasic
et al. (1986) for instance, in their comparative analysis of the
clothing industry in Germany, France and Britain, point out the
significance of state policies in defining the contours of the
secondary labour market. All three countries experienced similar
problems of declining profitability and massive job losses in their
clothing industry in the face of diminishing international markets
since the 1960s. But while protectionist state policies in France and
Britain enabled the maintenance of a large secondary sector of
production based on immigrant labour and entrepreneurship, in
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Germany by contrast immigration policy and a strategy of
relocating production left little room for the growth of a secon
dary sector. The legal/institutional barriers to small business and
terms of entry for migrant workers which restrict self-employment
in many parts of continental Europe appear to have held back the
growth of a secondary labour market associated with immigrant
labour in the United States, Britain or, to some extent, France.
That there exist important differences in the size and
significance of secondary sector employment and its role in incor
porating immigrant labour between advanced capitalist societies
seems clear. Whether, these current differences notwithstanding,
there is a common, long-term trend toward more flexible (i.e.
casual or informal) employment practices as the labour force
composition shifts from smokestack industries and manufacturing
as a whole towards services, is much more controversial.
Available evidence points towards a renewed viability for small
business coupled with casualization of employment, not only in
the United States (Fain, 1980; Granovetter, 1984; Portes and
Sassen-Koob, 1987) but also in Britain and other continental
European countries (Gerry, 1984; Boissevain, 1984; Scase and
Goffee, 1982). Whether this is a temporary phenomenon corres
ponding to the mid-1970s recession, or the harbinger of a
fundamental restructuring in the labour markets of advanced
capitalist societies, historically shaped by the technical imperatives
of mass production (Piore and Sabel, 1984; Piore, 1986)
continues to be debatable. If indeed, decentralization of produc
tion, flexible labour arrangements and subcontracting down to
low-cost small enterprises are rooted in global processes of
restructuration as technological dynamism shifts from mass
production to information technologies, then current differences in
the structure of labour markets in advanced industrial societies can
be interpreted as conjunctural variations of timing and strategy. A
wider discussion of different lines of thinking on this issue is
beyond the scope of this review. Of more immediate relevance is
that changing economics of small business in Western societies in
an era of slow growth and massive technological change, coupled
with the transformation of Europe’s temporary workers into
permanent ethnic communities, has brought the question of
ethnic enterprises on to the research agenda. Thus paradoxically
perhaps, a current keyword in recent research in the historicalstructural tradition is ‘ethnicity’ rather than class. Before moving
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on to discuss the growing body of research on determinants and
implications of immigrant enclaves in advanced economies
however, a note must be added on ‘project-tied labour’ or
‘contract labour’ as a distinctive pattern within the Middle
Eastern context.
Literature and research on the flow of immigrant labour from
South-East and East Asia to oil-producing Arab states in the
1980s emphasizes imports of labour as part of a complete package
supplied by foreign contractors in the region’s construction
market. The development, administration and characteristics of
such collective contract or project-tied labour have been examined
in detail in studies on South Korea (Kim, 1982, 1983; Chough,
1983) as well as the Philippines (Lazo et al., 1982; Tomas, 1983).
For instance, Kim (1982) reports that 98 percent of South Korean
workers employed in the Middle East in 1980 were engaged by
South Korean companies. Similarly, Huan-Ming Ling (1984)
notes that Chinese labour is employed by other East Asian,
notably Japanese, firms working in the Middle East. Again, the
competitive edge of Turkish contractors in Middle East markets
was based on project-tied Turkish labour until the inflow of
cheaper Pakistani and Bangladesh workers began to erode it in
the 1980s. (See Keyder and Aksu, 1986, for a review of literature
on Turkish workers in Middle Eastern labour markets.) In the
1980s, continuing labour shortages in oil-exporting countries,
alongside declines in oil revenues, appear to have increased the
attractiveness of contract iabour from South and South-East
Asia, both because these workers accept lower wage rates and
poorer conditions of employment (Nagi, 1983) and also because
repatriation of contract workers is easier, a factor of importance
as concern over the long-term implications of immigrant ethnic
communities in the Gulf states mounts. Project-tied labourers live
in camps provided by the companies which employ them on the
basis of two- to three-year contracts, with no dependants and no
life outside the camp and hence with little possibility of will
ingness to stay on.
While project-tied import and export of labour appears to be
confined to intra-pcriphery migration flows, it seems worth taking
into account as an analytically distinct mode of insertion of
foreign labour in comparative perspective. It has been suggested
for instance (Keyder and Aksu, 1986), that Turkish labourers
employed on a contract basis in Libya have become radicalized
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politically, their anger directed towards the government and
employing firms alike, in contrast to the European experience
which has led many Turkish workers to xenophobic reactions and
to taking refuge in either religious tradition or reactive
nationalism. Such suggestions, however tentative they may be in
the absence of rigorous research, point towards fruitful
possibilities of comparative analysis on the variable experiences of
immigrants from a single nationality under different conditions of
labour market incorporation.

Immigrant Enclaves and Ethnic Business
Students of migration have long been interested in the emergence
of ethnic communities in the context of large-scale immigration.
But the emphasis has traditionally been on factors which facilitate
or hinder assimilation, the assumption being that ethnic
communities are temporary — albeit important — way stations to
eventual integration. Hence questions of ethnicity have been
formulated in terms of social and cultural barriers to adaptation
on the part of migrants themselves (such as inadequate job or
language skills, low levels of education, differences in cultural
values) as well as ethnic discrimination on the part of the native
born (based on negative stereotypes of race, colour, religion,
national origin, and so on), which hinder assimilation. ‘Assimila
tion’, ‘adaptation’ and ‘integration’ have thus been key concepts
(see review by Morokvasic, 1984b, on the continuing salience of
the assimilation framework in European migration research).
Current interest and growing research on immigrant enclaves
and ethnic business in advanced capitalist societies within the
historical-structural paradigm proceeds from a different set of
issues in approaching questions of ethnicity. The central
problematic is framed in terms of how and why some immigrant
groups are able to capture a niche and exploit business oppor
tunities in economies that are dominated by large-scale,
technologically advanced concerns. The key issue is when, where
and which immigrant groups are able to utilize communal
resources such that ethnic business proliferates to gain control of
a significant portion of the market. The emphasis is on the
resilience of ethnicity; on the reproduction of communal distinc
tiveness and identity of national origin within enclave economies.
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Since the formation of immigrant enclaves is contingent on
immigrant entrepreneurship, the question of the conditions under
which immigrant enterprise grows and prospers is of crucial
interest. But available research indicates that immigrant business
does not automatically lead to an enclave. First, almost every
immigrant community provides minimal business opportunities
for its own members, stores for special ethnic products, travel
and moving agencies involved in the immigration process itself,
legal and medical services — but none of these are potentially
large employers and furthermore the limits of such a protected
market tend to be reached very quickly. Similarly, the residential
concentration of immigrant populations tbnds to generate oppor
tunities for immigrant small business. When an immigrant
population gradually begins to take over a residential area, native
small businesses seek opportunities outside the neighbourhood,
creating vacancies for immigrant businesspeople. Thus for
instance, Aldrich and his associates (1985) in their extensive
research on Asians in British cities, have found a strong associa
tion between Asian small business and the proportion of Asians
in various neighbourhoods. Their explanation emphasizes the
high rates of failure among such small businesses in general, and
in the absence of white proprietors willing to open up new firms
in ‘changed’ neighbourhoods. Some of the shops are bought by
immigrants, others are simply left empty or converted to non
business uses. It is difficult to speak of a competitive edge to
immigrant small business in such a context, although the
phenomenon has been observed in other European cities, for
example among Turks in Berlin (Hoffmeyer-Zlotnik, 1982). It is
only when immigrant entrepreneurs, by mobilizing the informal
resources of the ethnic community, gain a favourable position in
competition with native proprietors and hence manage to control
a significant portion of a local or regional industry, that we can
speak of an immigrant enclave as originally proposed by Portes
(1981).
Lines of activity in which immigrant enterprise thrives to grow
and prosper appear to be those in which small-scale enterprise is
viable to begin with, that is, situations where heterogeneity of
markets is coupled with flux and instability of demand. The
garment industry is a prime example where much of the research
on immigrant enterprise has been focused (Hoel, 1982; Anthias,
1983; Werbner, 1984; Waldinger, 1984: 85; Morokvasic et al.,
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1986). Fragmentation of markets, seasonality of demand and
rapid fashion changes in many sectors of the garment industry
make short runs imperative and the production process has to
remain flexible. Large wholesalers, retailers and manufacturers
faced with unpredictable demand and erratic work flow tend to
shift their risks to small inner-city firms through various subcon
tracting arrangements, resulting in a proliferation of small-scale
enterprises. Thus for instance, close to 80 percent of London’s
clothing industry is accounted for by firms employing fewer than
fifty people, according to Morokvasic et al. (1986: 411). Portes
and Sassen-Koob (1987: 47) underline the prevalence of very
small firms employing fewer than ten people among apparel and
clothing firms in central New York and Miami.
The prevalence of small-scale enterprise lowers capital barriers,
enabling immigrants with limited resources to draw upon ethnic
bonds of solidarity based on loyalty, obligation and honour, in
both capitalizing and organizing neophyte concerns. Bonnett
(1981) and Laguerre (1984) have shown how rotating credit
associations continue to funnel capital to West Indian and
Haitian businesses in New York City. ‘Business on trust’, appears
to be the keyword in all cases where immigrant entrepreneurs
have made substantial inroads into local business, ranging from
Pakistanis in the Manchester garment trade (Werbner, 1984) to
Cuban-owned businesses in Miami (Wilson and Portes, 1980) or
Korean grocery stores in New York (Kim, 1981). OnCe in
business, immigrant entrepreneurs recruit labour through
immigrant networks. And it is in the ready access to a cheap and
stable supply of immigrant labour that the competitive edge to
immigrant enterprise resides. Hiring through informal networks
not only provides a privileged conduit to a cheaper source of
labour — a crucial advantage in competition with non-immigrant
firms — but also enables owners to define employment in terms
of ethnic loyalties and paternalistic relationships, thus strengthen
ing attachment to the firm. Native-owned firms which rely on
market mechanisms for recruitment are plagued by low levels of
labour commitment and by absenteeism, ethnic differences
between management and labour exacerbating conflicts over
production quotas and further contributing to labour turnover
(Waldinger, 1985). Immigrant enterprise thus has a distinctive
advantage in industries traditionally associated with small-scale
enterprise, low pay and high failure rates. Use of labour from
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within the ethnic community enables immigrant owners to
surmount the organizational problems traditionally associated
with small firms in such industries, leading to the development of
an enclave wherein possibilities of accumulation are contingent on
continued isolation of the immigrant community from main
stream society. Hence in industries where the labour force is
immigrant and female, that is, doubly vulnerable, as documented
in studies of contemporary sweatshops in the garment industry
(Hoel, 1982; Anthias, 1983), immigrant entrepreneurship appears
to find the most fertile ground.
Interpreting the broader significance of available case studies
on immigrant enclaves and the opportunity structures they
provide for immigrant entrepreneurship is much more difficult.
Most existing research is focused on successive waves of
immigrants to North America, where Asians are the most recent
group to establish a foothold in small-scale industry, replicating
a pattern followed by earlier groups such as Jewish, Italian and
Irish immigrants (Light, 1984). Whether the increasing perma
nence of settlement of initially temporary migrant streams to
continental Europe is the harbinger of a similar pattern of incor
poration is open to some question. Heisler (1986) for instance,
offers a strong argument against the generalizability of the
enclave phenomenon by underlining political and legal arrange
ments which set the European context apart. She points out that
a host of official or quasi-official service agencies, some initiated
by European welfare states, others subsidized by governments of
sending countries, have from the very beginning provided a wide
range of social and political benefits to European immigrant
groups. Coupled with the fact that very few immigrants are selfemployed, the majority working in medium and large firms and
increasingly unionized, Europe’s immigrants have failed to
develop their own autonomous institutions. Such independent
communal organizations as mutual aid societies or revolving
credit funds which have been identified as the hub of immigrant
communities elsewhere have simply not emerged. While there do
exist differences in the communal organization of various
immigrant groups in continental Europe, these differences appear
to stem from the variety of organizational arrangements directly
instituted and subsidized by sending governments, rather than
support systems and/or intermediary networks developed by the
immigrants themselves. Even the social, cultural and recreational

International Labour Migration and Class Relations

195

clubs which have increased in recent years are often initiated and
indirectly maintained by governments. The contrast between
Great Britain, with its strong ethnic communal organizations, and
continental Europe where informal immigrant networks have
been very slow to develop is striking (Rex et al., 1987).
Immigrants in continental Europe continue to channel their
savings into investment at home and do not appear to be
interested in obtaining citizenship, despite the fact that many —
perhaps most — do not plan to return in the foreseeable future.
Governments at both ends remain committed to an official policy
of promoting return. Sending countries generally oppose largescale settlement of their citizens since it would entail a loss of
remittances. European governments are in the process of imple
menting a variety of return-incentive schemes, albeit with limited
success so far.
These differences in the formation and structure of immigrant
communities which set the continental European context apart
from other advanced industrial countries are obviously not
immutable. But any conjecture as to future developments would
take us once again far afield into broader questions of global
economic restructuration, industrial relocation, technological
changes and so on, which have a bearing on the future contours
of labour markets in Europe and hence on the fate of immigrants
in them. It therefore seems best to conclude this section on
immigrants in the labour markets of core economies by re
emphasizing the current diversity of industrial economies and the
role of immigrant labour within them.
Concepts such as labour market segmentation, dualism, infor
mal economy and ethnic enclaves are certainly not new to those
familiar with development literature. Indeed, these concepts
appear to have acquired a second lease of life in the literature on
international labour migration, at a time when their usefulness in
development studies is being seriously challenged (see Peattie,
1987). Their increasing currency in the analysis of immigrant
labour in core societies reflects a search for analytical tools for
grasping and explaining the historical and contextual variations in
the insertion of foreign labour into advanced industrial
economies. And their merit rests in developing hypotheses for
comparative analysis. They suggest fruitful lines of exploration
such as comparison of immigrants from the same nationality in
different labour market segments of the same industrial society
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(for example Turkish workers in the French garment and auto
motive industries) or the same industry in different countries
(Turkish workers in the French and Dutch garment industry) or
comparisons between different nationalities in the same industry
(Turkish and Yugoslav workers in the German steel industry). In
sum, they enable us to ask new questions at a time when the
theoretical sterility and repetitiveness of mainstream literature on
the plight of immigrants would have us believe there is little more
to be studied.

Labour Exports and Peripheral Societies
On the variable impact of labour exports on peripheral societies,
there is an abundance of empirical material on individual coun
tries which remains largely unexplored from a comparative
perspective. Thus we have, on the one hand, broad formulations
that focus on labour export as a process which reinforces global
inequalities and emphasize the asymmetrical gains of the
periphery and the core, already reviewed above. We also have
case studies which delve into and document how labour exports
serve to further distort the internal parameters of economic
growth in various national contexts by reinforcing the unequal
growth of sectors, regions and classes within them, to be reviewed
below. What we are lacking is a range of concepts capable of
specifying major axes of comparison between labour-exporting
peripheral societies. That there are wide differences in the
socioeconomic and political trajectories of countries which have
been major labour exporters in the postwar decades is selfevident. On the differential impact of labour exports on societies
with different patterns of capital accumulation, state and class
structures, and external constraints (such as Egypt, Turkey or
Mexico) we know next to nothing. The lacuna is theoretical rather
than empirical and is not confined to the international labour
migration literature. For we have not yet moved beyond a blanket
approach to the periphery, to develop analytical tools which will
enable us to account for divergence between societies essentially
similar in their location in the world system, that is, peripheral.
In sum, we do not have a theory of ‘paths of peripheralization’.
In the absence of an analytical framework within which mean
ingful questions on the variable impact of labour exports can be
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posed and hypotheses formulated, what we are left with is a series
of empirically informed observations which emerge as common
themes in the available country-specific literature.
At the most general and broadest level, the common theme to
emerge from attempts to assess the impact of labour exports and
return is that the process tends to accelerate mechanisms of
change already in motion, without altering the dynamics of
change itself. Ranging from studies of the impact of capital flow
from remittances and returns from abroad on the macroeconomy,
to studies of regions and local communities where migration
abroad and return have been concentrated, to surveys of
individual households whose members work abroad, the general
conclusion appears to be that the migration process tends to
reinforce existing trends without making a strategic difference
in patterns of change, or altering the social system significantly.
I will elaborate this briefly.
With regard to the large inflow of remitted and transferred
savings of emigrants, there appears to be little question that it has
served to provide much-needed foreign currency to alleviate
balance of payments problems in the macroeconomy of most
labour-exporting countries. In the case of southern Europe for
instance, Hudson and Lewis (1985) emphasize the structural depen
dence of the Greek, Portuguese and Turkish economies on migrant
remittances, and hence upon changes in the labour markets of
northern Europe. The figures they cite for 1979, based on World
Bank estimates, indicate that remittances in Turkey were equiva
lent to almost 60 percent of the value of exports, those in Portugal
to over 53 percent and those in Greece to almost 23 percent; in
contrast, in Spain and Italy the comparable figures were a little
more than 8 percent and less than 4 percent respectively (Hudson
and Lewis, 1985: 8-9). Tsakok reports that in the case of Pakistan,
remittances of Pakistani workers in the Middle East amounted to
almost 80 percent of total merchandise export earnings in 1980-1
(Tsakok, 1982). Such figures reveal the short-term significance of
remittances in terms of the hard currency they represent. But they
also pinpoint sharp contrasts in the extent to which governments
of various labour-exporting countries have become dependent on
the inflow of migrant remittances for alleviating immediate social,
economic and perhaps political pressures. Indeed, the contrasts
appear to be much more significant than the similarities, caution
ing against blanket interpretations.
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A second broad generalization which is reiterated in much
research on the impact of the large inflow of remittances, is that
figures which appear to be vast sums of capital at the aggregate
level are actually composed of relatively small budgets of
individual households. And to the extent that attempts to pool
and channel the savings of individual migrants through schemes
intended to foster foreign worker-led industrial ventures or agro
industrial enterprises have in general either failed, or have been
of marginal importance, the significance of remittances has not
extended beyond the hard currency they represent. (See Papademetriou, 1984 and Van Amersfoort et al., 1984 for review and
assessment of such government-sponsored schemes in labour
exporting southern European countries.) Once again, there are
important differences in the extent to which governments have
actively pursued policies aimed at channelling workers’ remit
tances into priority investments. But even in the case of Yugo
slavia, noteworthy for programmes which assign high priority to
remitted emigrant funds and channel them in employment
generating directions, governmental schemes appear to have
remained limited in scope and effectiveness (Morokvasic, 1984a).
Hence accumulated savings of returnees, spent in small change in
the hands of many, has in most countries become absorbed into
the existing system, thereby losing its strategic importance. In
other words, highly rational investment behaviour on the part of
individual migrant households appears to have added up to a
picture of wasted resources in the aggregate.
Studies on saving and investment patterns of migrant house
holds in a variety of national contexts emphasize two salient
trends: increasing consumerism on the one hand, and growing
tertiarization through self-employment in petty commodity
production and services on the other. Thus for instance, in
southern European societies, the purchase or construction of a
new house, together with expenditure on consumer durables rang
ing from cars to video recorders, appears to be the first common
choice of investment for migrant households. Then depending on
such factors as length of stay abroad, age of return, level of
accumulated savings, investments in small trade or service
establishments ranging from taxis and bars to haberdashery shops
or the establishment of small manufacturing establishments of the
craft type, primarily in construction-related sectors such as
making doors, furniture and so on, appear to be the typical
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pattern (for reviews of country-based research see for instance,
King, 1979; Reyneri and Mughini, 1984; King et al., 1985, on
Italy; Papademetriou, 1983a, and Unger, 1984, on Greece;
Morokvasic, 1984a, on Yugoslavia or Oncii, 1987, on Turkey).
Remarkably similar findings emerge from research on investment
patterns of migrant households in Jordan, Egypt and Syria, coun
tries of the Middle East which have become heavily dependent
upon outside employment. In the case of Jordan for instance,
where Birks and Sinclair (1980) estimate that as much as half of
the labour force may be working abroad, surveys (Keely and
Saket, 1984; Findlay, 1984) underline substantial increase in the
consumption expenditure of migrant households as well as proli
feration of small-business ventures or self-employment, feeding
into the ongoing building boom and population concentration in
Amman. The prevalence of this pattern in a variety of national
contexts suggests that regardless of whether emigrants gain
industrial experience abroad, or attain new skills and formal
qualifications, their future aspirations are shaped by the pettybourgeois dream of self-employment. Industrial skills go to waste,
not necessarily because of lack of will on the part of emigrants
but because, given the very few areas of coincidence between the
two economies, they cannot be put to use upon return. So long
as the very conditions of stagnation and unemployment that led
emigrants to search for work abroad in the first place continue to
prevail, accumulated savings continue to be channelled towards
houses, shops and services — the most ‘rational’ choice from the
point of view of improving family welfare and security.
The aggregate result is that villages and towns where emigration
and/or return is concentrated undergo commercial expansion;
creating what Abu-Lughod (1985: 133) characterizes as ‘an illu
sion of economic prosperity within unviable economies’, or
‘cosmetic development in the countryside’ as described by
Hudson and Lewis (1985: 25). The considerable social reordering
in such communities, with some families moving into social
prominence and others experiencing status reduction related to
the ‘luck’ of going abroad, is very rarely accompanied by changes
in productive structure, except in areas which already have the
most dynamic economic environments.
The preceding paragraphs, intended to briefly suggest some of
the common themes which run across the country-based literature
on the impact of labour exports, hardly do justice to the richness
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of available research. Yet delving further into the voluminous
literature on individual countries, while it would provide an
opportunity for citing some of the best scholarly work in the
field, would not necessarily add up to a new vision. So long as
we lack concepts which will allow meaningful comparisons, much
of the richly textured information provided by such studies would
remain relegated to an uncomfortably large category of ‘local’
variations. The chasm between very broad generalizations on the
one hand, and finely textured case studies on the other poses a
theoretical impasse that has yet to be transcended on the question
of labour exports from the so-called periphery.

Concluding Remarks
Over the past decade there has been a major shift in the salience
of analytical issues in international migration research. What
began in the 1970s as a critical reaction to classical models of
migration in sociology or economics has progressively given way
to analyses and research based on the premisses of. an interna
tional political economy and a global system of inequalities. The
challenge of the 1980s has been to step beyond elegant — and
sometimes formalistic — models emphasizing the asymmetrical
gains of the core and periphery in the international labour migra
tion process, towards formulations which take into account varia
tions in the incorporation and role of migrant labour among core
economies, as well as the differential consequences of labour
exports for countries of the periphery.
What the present review reveals is that only half of this
challenge has been met. On questions such as alternative
responses of the advanced industrial societies of the core to global
crisis; differences in their recourse to foreign labour; as well as
the variable experiences of immigrant labour within and among
them, the conceptual groundwork has already been laid. The
available literature provides fertile ground for developing
hypotheses for comparative analysis, much of which is already on
the research agenda.
By contrast, the dearth of analytical formulations on the
variable consequences and impact of labour exports upon the socalled peripheral societies is striking. To lament the spurious
character of research that does not take into account ‘global
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structural determinations’ has become almost platitudinous in
international labour migration research. What has been ignored is
that there is also analytical scope for different outcomes in
societies under similar structural constraints and location in the
global system, i.e. peripheral. In so far as we have not as yet step
ped beyond a blanket approach to peripheral societies, the
voluminous country-specific research findings which have
accumulated over the past twenty years remain a veritable pool of
factual information in search of a comparative framework.
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