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Edtior’s Note

In this year’s volume of Hemispheres, we will explore the complex 
issue of international migration.  The particular issue of migration 
has continued to attract widespread attention around the world over 

the past few years, as economic migrants and political refugees from the 
developing world continue to move to the United States and Europe in 
ever-increasing numbers and refugee crises arise in conflict zones such as 
Iraq and Darfur, or persist year after year in places like Afghanistan and the 
Palestinian Territories. It is my hope that this edition of Hemispheres will 
help the reader to grasp the importance of migration in a changing world, 
as well as to grasp its mechanics and processes.
 Migration entails leaving one’s home, one’s family, and everything 
else one has ever known, sometimes forever. Many factors push and pull 
migrants: the hope for better socioeconomic circumstances, the search for 
freedom of religion or political belief, or even simply the will to survive. 
People continue to migrate, as they have throughout human history.    
 Our staff has made a concerted effor to address the issue of 
migration in both a contemporary and historical perspective. We have 
striven to select content which relates to the many various types of and 
motivations for migration, and we have drawn on examples from different 
world regions and historic eras. This issue will examine migration both 
within and among states, as these are often interconnected and pivotal to 
the understanding of migration on a global scale.  We seek to understand 
not only the processes of migration themselves, but also the effects on 
the societies from which the migrants originate and the ones into which 
they move.  Migrants are not only changed themselves by the exprience 
of migration, but they also change the socieities into which they move. 
Socieities around the world arise as a result of migration, and immigrant 
and diaspora communities comprise important linkages for economic and 
cultural exchange.  
 I would like to congratulate the Tufts International Relations 
Program on its 30th Anniversary and extend our deepest thanks for 
their continued support. I would particularly like to express my heartfelt 
thanks to Professor Malik Mufti, Kirk Lange, and Moira Todd for their 
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invaluable aid, advice, and encouragement. I would also like to thank the 
Tuts Community Union, the Tufts Departments of Political Science and 
Economics, and the Study Abroad Program for their continued support. 
Lastly, I would like to offer my sincerest gratitude and congratulations 
to our published authors and staff members. This journal represents a 
collective effort which would not have been possible without the work and 
support of many people. 

Nicholas D. Malouta
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Joshua Benjamin

Patterns in Roma Migration
by Joshua Benjamin

Joshua Benjamin is a senior studying International Relations and French at Tufts 
University.

For most of recent history, European societies have been largely sedentary.  
People lived and died in the same town where they were born.  Even 
now, when Europeans are becoming increasingly transnational, life is 

still largely structured around some degree of permanency.  People stay in 
the same place for extended periods of time, and establish roots through 
their homes, places of work, and networks of friends.  Within this social 
context live the Roma, a nomadic group of people who for centuries have 
survived as the largest stateless group in Europe. They stand out even more 
for their continued fight for survival on a continent where they have met 
with consistent hostility, punctuated by the Holocaust.  
 This paper proposes to look at Roma migration from the Holocaust 
to the present, and will discuss the various reasons for their migratory 
tendencies in three parts.  First, this paper will discuss the historical aspect 
of Roma migration and provide some background on the Roma tradition 
in Europe.  Next, this paper will look at the role of ethnic and political 
persecution, particularly focusing on the Holocaust and the subsequent 
period of Soviet rule in Eastern Europe, as two catalysts for an increase in 
Roma migration from Eastern Europe to Western Europe.  This paper will 
then analyze Roma migration not as the result of specifically anti-Roma or 
anti-minority persecution, but instead as a product of the historical tendencies 
in all cultures to move back and forth between urban and rural settings, or 
to migrate for economic reasons.  By way of conclusion, this paper provides 
an assessment how the expansion of the European Union to Eastern Europe 
may herald a new age in the history of Roma migration, and how the future 
of the Roma situation in Europe may look brighter than ever before.
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Who are the Roma?
 Currently, between seven and nine million Roma live in Europe, 
with their population concentrated in the eastern part of the continent.  In 
Bulgaria, they make up 4.7% of the population, in Romania they make up 
2.5% of the population, and in Hungary 1.9% of the population.  They are 
also scattered around Western Europe, albeit in lower numbers. 
 While there is still some debate as to the exact origins of the Roma, it 
is commonly agreed that they originated somewhere in northwestern India, 
and began to migrate west approximately one thousand years ago, with the 
first recorded European encounter dating from 1407 in Germany. (Liegeois 
and Gheorghe 1995: 7).  This is the most commonly accepted theory because 
of various linguistic and genetic studies that link the Roma in Europe to the 
people and language that still exist in that part of India. Contrary to popular 
belief, the name “Roma” has nothing to do with the country of Romania. 
The exact reasons for this transcontinental migration remain a mystery, but 
Alt and Folts (1996) suggest that the Roma may be related to an elite group 
in India, known as the Banjaras, that provided warriors for Alexander the 
Great.  As Alexander’s army retreated, the Banjaras’ position in India as the 
erstwhile supporters of an invading army may have made them persona non 
grata, which pushed them to leave India. (Alt and Flots 1996: 3).
 In addition, many folk stories in Europe attempt to explain Roma 
migration history, but these stories are most likely false and are used primarily 
in order to denigrate them and prove that they are an inferior class of people.  
According to one Roma woman, one story explains that the Roma are being 
punished for stealing the fourth nail that was needed in Christ’s crucifixion.  
That is why his feet are crossed and nailed together.  There was a nail for each 
hand and one for each foot.  Our wandering is punishment for taking the 
fourth nail. (Alt and Folts 1996: 3).
 Interestingly, this legend has been adopted by the Roma themselves, 
who have changed it slightly to say that the fourth nail stolen by the Roma 
was supposed to puncture Christ’s heart.  To thank them, God gave them the 
license to steal from non-Roma. (Lewy 2000: 12).  The popular myth that 
the Roma survive by stealing may not be entirely true, but it is certainly true 
enough to be recognized by the Roma themselves, such that they incorporate 
it into one of their own folk tales.
 Complicating matters further is the fact that as Roma migrated, they 
became known by various names, which makes tracing their history, and the 
exact path of their travels, difficult.  This continues to the present day, when 
people still refer to them as both Gypsies—now seen as a derogatory term 
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because it wrongly implies that they are of Egyptian origin—and Roma.
 
The Anomaly of the Roma
 The Roma are a sociopolitical anomaly because they survive as a 
stateless group in a Europe that has historically been built around a system 
of nation-states, whereby the political boundaries of a state coincide with 
the territorial extent of one nationality.  This juxtaposition of a stateless 
group in a continent of nation-states has hindered European societies from 
accepting Roma in their midst: unlike the French, the Italians, and the Poles, 
who all have a nation-state, the Roma were stateless and could not validate 
their existence with the backing of a political apparatus.  The Jews, another 
traditionally stateless group in the European context, created Israel as the one 
true Jewish homeland.  For the Roma, returning to the land whence they 
came and establishing a state there would be infeasible: the fact that the Roma 
readily adapt to the culture and religion of their host countries means that 
they no longer have any deep ties to their northwestern Indian homeland.  
To suggest that the Roma should leave Europe and move back to a land 
where they have no history would be to discount the Roma’s significance in 
the history of Europe and to blatantly disregard the fact that the Roma are 
Europeans.
 Furthermore, the Roma are difficult to understand in a Europe 
whose society has traditionally been constructed around a sedentary lifestyle.  
While most Europeans settle down in one area, the Roma still embrace the 
seemingly anachronistic lifestyle of nomadism.  However, this difference 
in lifestyle between the Roma and the rest of European society may be in 
the process of diminishing because of the way in which migratory processes 
in Europe have been changing in the past forty years.  Whereas Europeans 
once lived and died in the same towns where they were born, they now take 
advantage of the open borders and reduced migration formalities within the 
European Union and travel, work, and live in foreign countries to a greater 
extent than before.  As Europeans, particularly young and upwardly mobile 
ones, live increasingly trasnational lives, the gap between the European 
sedentary society and the migratory society of the Roma has been closing.  It 
remains to be seen if Europeans’ conceptions of the Roma will change as the 
Europeans, themselves, come to live increasingly stateless lives.

“Vagabonds and Asocials”: Historical Roma Persecution
 European popular culture has frequently depicted the Roma as 
itinerant wanderers, whose vagabond nature is somehow part of their cultural 
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disposition.  However, it is important to note the falseness of this point of 
view and determine the real reason for their nomadic lifestyle.  Wherever they 
have lived, the Roma have often been the targets of xenophobia.  Since this 
xenophobia often translates into laws banning their presence in whichever 
country or local jurisdiction they happen to live, they are forced to constantly 
move in order to seek safe haven. (Sonneman 1999: 131). Therefore, their 
migratory nature may not be entirely cultural, and may instead be the result 
of the constraints that the historical reality of their situation has placed on 
them.
 Because they were perceived as “vagabonds and asocials,” as one 
German law dating from 1899 calls them, the Roma’s apparent freedom and 
resultant lack of social mores meant they endangered the pure, sedentary 
lifestyle of the native people.  This created a vicious cycle, in which their need 
to constantly flee persecutory laws contributed to the image that they were 
inherently asocial and could not live within the bounds of authority.  Since 
it logically follows that no group of people would want such an abhorrent 
group to live amongst them, locals set up official and unofficial policies of 
Roma persecution, which forced the Roma to migrate once again and more 
firmly ingrained in the collective mindset the image of an itinerant group 
who naturally despise the constraints of laws.
 As Sonneman (1999) points out, 

Although the representation of the wanderers carries such a highly charged 
history, it may be the one image that the non-Gypsy population is the most 
reluctant to give up, because it fulfills such a strong need to identify a people 
with the concept of freedom. (Sonneman 1999: 131-2).

Sonneman seems to suggest that behind the rhetoric of persecution for 
the purpose of preserving a traditional lifestyle against the onslaught of 
vagabond Roma, there may be another dynamic at play: the need to see them 
as the living representation of the freedom they lack in their own societies.  
Just as American popular culture idealized James Dean, “Easy Rider,” and 
the hippies, while simultaneously scorning their free and rebellious ways, 
European popular culture has had a similar relationship with the Roma, 
the persecution of whom acted as a mask for the secret desires of repressed 
Europeans to experience the freedom that Roma were perceived to enjoy.

Roma Perecution Since the Holocaust
 On 21 September 1939, Reinhard Heydrich, the head of criminal 
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investigation and the Gestapo for Nazi Germany, ordered 30,000 Roma from 
Germany and the area of Poland under German occupation to be deported 
into another area of Poland.  This was the beginning of the process of Roma 
deportation that would eventually increase in scope and lethality, and would 
lead to the Holocaust. (Alt and Folts 1996: 22).
At first, Nazi officials made some distinction between sedentary Roma and 
the ones who were more nomadic—a continuation of the historical pattern of 
the Roma’s migratory tendencies being used against them.  In an instruction 
issued by the head of the Security Police for Nazi-occupied Latvia, all Roma 
would be arrested and all their property confiscated, except for “sedentary 
Gypsies who are engaged in regular work and who do not constitute a danger 
to the community in political or criminal respects.” (Lewy 2000: 124).  This 
was later changed to include all Roma, but it is interesting to note that 
the migratory Roma were initially perceived as a much greater threat than 
“sedentary Gypsies.”
 Unlike the anti-Roma ordinances that appeared across Europe in 
the five hundred years preceding the Holocaust, the Holocaust itself marked 
the first time that the extermination of all Roma people was the goal of 
anti-Roma laws.  Like the other groups targeted by Nazi persecution, by 
the end of the Holocaust many thousands of Roma had either been killed 
or uprooted from their homes as part of the largest forced migration the 
Roma had experienced in recorded history.  The numbers of Roma actually 
killed in the Holocaust vary widely because of the inaccuracy of the data, 
but statistics range from 250,000 to 500,000, out of a pre-Holocaust 
population of approximately 885,000 European Roma.  This means that 
anywhere between 70% to 80% of the European Roma population died in 
the Holocaust.  What is remarkable is the length of time it took the world 
to recognize that the Roma, like the Jews, were victims of the Holocaust.  In 
part due to the relatively low number of Roma killed in comparison to the 
Jews, and in part due to the Roma’s lack of prestigious international voices 
speaking on their behalf, the first time a Nazi was charged with participating 
in a plan to eradicate the Roma “race” was during the Eichmann Trial in 
Israel in 1962. (Huttenbach 1992: 45). It is also remarkable that the Roma 
did not receive reparations of the sort Jewish Holocaust survivors and their 
family members received, in part because being a migratory society meant 
that few records were kept of where they actually lived.  Additionally, while 
the Jews were sometimes treated fairly before the Holocaust, the instances of 
Eastern Europeans accepting Roma into their communities were far rarer.
 However, such instances did occur.  After the War, when the large 
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population of Roma Holocaust survivors in Slovakia came to be persecuted 
and discriminated against once again, many of them immigrated the 
relatively short distance to the neighboring Czech Republic, where they were 
not persecuted.  This westward migration was also an example of migration 
from rural areas to urban areas, because the Czech government promoted 
settlement of cities and villages.  Even though the Czech government was 
relatively welcoming to them, the reasons behind this were slightly sinister, 
as the guiding policy was one of “dispersal and transfer,” which was a result 
of a government vision to deconcentrate Roma settlement in Slovakia and 
to spread their numbers more evenly across the country. (Fraser 1995: 278).  
They still could not assimilate and, partially by choice and partially due 
to external pressures of the residual antipathy from the native Czechs, the 
Roma’s lives in cities were concentrated in ghettos. (Kalvoda 1992: 96).
 Internal migration within Eastern Europe was also decreased by 
governmental decree during the period of Communist rule.  Along with the 
Czech government’s 1965 policy of settling the Roma in towns and cities 
in an effort to destroy Roma towns, the Polish government passed a law 
preventing Roma from traveling in caravans.  This resulted in a rapid increase 
in a sedentary lifestyle, but this also meant that Roma and Poles were living 
as neighbors to a greater degree than before.  By the 1980s, as Angus Fraser 
writes, “hundreds of Gypsies were being expelled from Poland as no longer 
having citizenship.”  (Fraser 1995: 276).  Although many of them had lived in 
the country for their entire lives, they were still seen as second-class citizens, 
and so a revocation of their citizenship was deemed acceptable.
  While the Roma experience in Eastern Europe was always dismal, 
the reasons for migration out of the region during Communist rule were 
more often for economic reasons than for political reasons (one of the most 
notable political reasons being the Roma contingent in the refugees who 
emigrated from Hungary following the 1956 uprising). (Fraser 1995: 271).
 
After Communism
 The fall of communism in Eastern Europe, and the subsequent spurt 
of exclusive nationalist sentiments that left no room for minority groups 
within the formerly communist nation-states, provoked a new spate of anti-
Roma sentiment and a new push for migration.  The Roma were adversely 
affected by the ongoing war in Yugoslavia because the Roma belonged to 
no nation and no ethnicity in a war where sides were drawn along ethnic 
lines.  According to a report compiled by the Minority Rights Group, anti-
Roma aggression occurred “at Mostar (August 1991), at Kazarisi in Bosnia-
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Herzegovina, at Torianici, Baranya district (November 1991), in Belgrade’s 
Zemun quarter (April 1994), at Zrenjanin (July 1994), at Gilane (September 
1994), at Kosovo in Serbia, etc.” (Liegeois and Gheorghe 1995: 18).  In 
response to this violence, many Roma tried to migrate west to Germany, 
but they met with similar hostility there, with many instances of Germans 
protecting their homeland against the Roma onslaught by attempting to 
destroy the camps and hostels where the Roma took refuge from the fighting 
in Yugoslavia. (Fraser 1995: 291).
 Additional instances of anti-Roma violence have occurred in relatively 
more peaceful Central Europe, as well.  In Austria’s Burgenland, where Roma 
have lived for hundreds of years, a pipe bomb planted under a provocative 
sign reading, “Gypsies Go Back to India,” killed four Roma men when they 
tried to remove the sign.  
 Without going into great detail on the specific nature of each attack, 
it is obvious that the persistence and geographic spread of the attacks are 
enough to push Roma to migrate to the West, where they meet relatively 
less persecution than they do in Eastern Europe.  Even if a Roma family 
in Eastern Europe is not directly affected by a violent act, the proximity 
of violence and the speed with which news of violence and hostility can 
travel, may be enough of an impetus for the Roma to migrate.  Even though 
instances of anti-Roma violence are relatively infrequent, the knowledge 
that they exist at all serves two functions in the relationship between the 
Roma and the countries in which they live.  Firstly, the knowledge of close 
violence and open hostility taints and strains the limited relations between 
the Roma and the local natives.  Secondly, nearby violence can force an entire 
community to move even if they have not been directly targeted.

Social and Economic Reasons for Migration
 As Jean-Pierre Liegeois and Nicolae Gheorghe (the latter of whom 
is a Roma) write, “there are also social and economic reasons for traveling.” 
(Liegeois and Gheorge 1995: 16).  They explain that the social reasons for 
migration may include the need to retain close contact with different groups, 
so that familial and marital ties can develop and strengthen.  Interestingly, this 
social migration also allows various groups of Roma the chance to feel, on a 
small scale, what they have historically experienced in large-scale migration: a 
sense of uniqueness and group strength.  Whereas Roma history certainly gives 
them an identity as being distinct within the European context, migration 
for social purposes can also serve to ingrain this sense of uniqueness in a 
relatively small, familial group of Roma.  Not only was migration a valve to 
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escape from a hostile political situation; it was also a means of securing some 
degree of the intra-group social cohesion that one might expect to find in a 
historically marginalized group. (Liegeois and Gheorghe 1995: 16).
 Much of Roma migration has also been for economic reasons.  
The Roma are traditionally self-employed.  This means that the Roma will 
frequently move to greener business pastures when they lose customers in one 
area, or when they meet with competition, either from other Roma traveling 
groups or from other non-Roma tradespeople. (Liegeois and Gheorghe 
1995: 16-17).  Notably, many Roma went to West Germany, the recipient 
for so many immigrants to Western Europe because of the labor supply it 
needed to fuel the economic miracle that occurred there between the 1960s 
and early 1970s.  These foreign workers, known in German as Gastarbeiter, 
predominantly came from Turkey, as well as from the Mediterranean 
countries of Spain, Italy, and Greece.  What is less known is that Roma were 
a significant component of foreign workers in Germany.  When they arrived 
in Germany, they adopted a more permanent structure in their lifestyle, 
becoming less nomadic and taking up relatively long-term residence in cheap, 
state-subsidized housing. (Fraser 1995: 273).

Urban-Rural Migration
 Going back to the traditional stereotypes of the Roma as a free, 
careless, libidinous group, these images are further damaging because people 
operating under this “ideal” stereotype hold it up against how Roma, in real 
life, actually act, and persecute them further when they are not being true to 
their Roma nature.  When Roma do not fit into the mold of a preconceived 
Roma identity that people in the host country force upon them, they are 
deemed to be somehow “fake,” and thus acceptable to persecute. (Holloway 
2005: 355).  If they were being true to their “nature” and continued to travel 
around the countryside as prescribed by the stereotype, the persecution 
would theoretically stop.  Since the stereotype is not based in reality, it will 
inevitably lead to persecution.
 Paradoxically, the false stereotypes that have developed around Roma 
have also helped them when they move to urban settings.  One such stereotype 
is that Roma women are exotic, erotic, and may even have supernatural 
powers.  As such, fortunetelling has become a profitable occupation for many 
Roma women, who capitalize on the stereotype and offer customers in urban 
settings the supernatural service that satisfies their desire for something 
different and helps perpetuate the myth that the Roma really are a people 
apart.  Roma women have also been known to take advantage of the popular 
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stereotypes by threatening members of the native population with a curse, 
“as in the case of a [Roma] mother hurt in a hit-and-run accident who 
threatened the driver with a ‘Gypsy curse’ if he did not come forward and 
pay the hospital bill.” (Sonneman 1999: 127).
 Another aspect of the urban-rural dimension of Roma migration is 
migration within urban areas.  In Slovakia in 1983, for example, 83.4% of 
employed Roma were in construction, which means constantly migrating to 
go where workers are needed.  While Roma employment at the levels seen in 
1983 were significantly higher than they had been just a decade earlier, the 
migratory labor system forced the men to sleep in barracks, which meant that 
they could not see their families for long periods of time.  This is culturally 
problematic, given the importance of the family unit in the Roma tradition.  
It must have been a terrible culture shock for both the working man and for 
the family left behind because the family is not only a social structure, but 
also an economic structure.  Once this structure begins to unravel due to the 
constraints that migration places upon it, the Roma culture enters a period of 
self-doubt: if their way of life is destroyed, then a large part of their identity 
is lost.

Conclusion
 With the creation of the European Union, the border formalities and 
other political barriers that for centuries stymied transnational migration on 
the European continent were finally loosened.  For the poorer, newer member 
states of Eastern Europe, membership has meant the prospect of emigration 
to the better economies and job opportunities in Western Europe.  For the 
richer, older member states, expanding membership to poorer countries 
created fears that their countries would become overrun with Eastern 
European job-seekers—the French and British fear of the “Polish plumber” 
being the prime example.
 For the Roma, although they are predominantly Eastern European, 
the EU did not herald the same changes in the migration paradigm as it 
did for the rest of Eastern Europe.  This is because as each new country 
joins the EU, they must accept the Copenhagen Criteria, which includes the 
implementation of a host of human rights standards, so that each citizen of 
Europe has the same rights no matter which country he calls home.  Thus, 
the new Eastern European member countries like Slovakia, Poland, and the 
Czech Republic that have historically mistreated the Roma population were 
forced to accept human rights standards that guard against mistreatment 
of minorities.  With the threat of mistreatment and disenfranchisement 
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beginning to diminish, the Roma may lose the historical push to emigrate 
and could enter a new historical period of being able to live sedentary lives in 
Eastern Europe without the fear of persecution.
 While the actual influence of the EU on the Eastern European 
countries where the Roma live remains to be seen, it is important to recognize 
that the past persecution the Roma have endured still has its residual effects.  
It is also important that the same standards of tolerance that the EU forces 
new member states to apply toward Roma and all minority groups are 
imposed on the original EU member states in Western Europe, as well.  As 
the EU plays a more active role in European human rights policy, the future 
holds the potential to finally mark the end of centuries of Roma persecution 
in both the East and the West.
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In the international media, Colombia’s face is that of drugs and armed 
conflict. On the ground in countries around the world, it is the faces of 
millions of Colombians who have left the country over decades of strife 

that carry the Colombian message. However, the Colombian “message” is 
far from unified. Expatriate Colombian communities, formed gradually 
since the 1970s, are extremely heterogeneous, and compared to other 
Latin American migrant communities, disparate. Whereas, for example, 
Mexican immigrants in the US have set up broad networks of hometown 
associations to fund projects in Mexico and Cuban immigrants manage a 
strong political advocacy apparatus, Colombians have been slow to develop 
any such solidarity. Neither Mexicans nor Cubans, however, have had to 
overcome the burden the world’s largest cocaine industry, shrouded in 
crime and bloodshed, and the international stigma of their home country’s 
synonymy with narcotrafficking. This paper will draw the link between the 
domestic and migratory consequences of the drug trade. It will attempt to 
answer the question: to what extent can the effects of narcotrafficking on 
the Colombian domestic landscape explain the phenomenon of Colombian 
migration? 
 To answer this question, the paper will analyze the development 
and nature of Colombian communities abroad and domestic “push factors” 
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such as insecurity, violence, and economic disruption. The relationship 
between migration and its domestic push factors will be shown to be the 
following: At the beginning of the conflict, drug cartels sent street pushers 
abroad, earning Colombians a negative reputation, distancing Colombian 
expatriates from each other. This stigma impeded future social cohesion and 
community development. The rising drug trade fueled domestic conflict, 
incurring loss of life, unemployment, destruction of infrastructure, and 
other growth-retardant factors,  instigating migration and the establishment 
of Colombian communities abroad.  
 Rather than address this phenomenon in chronological order, 
starting with the development of the drug trade and moving forward in 
time, I will first discuss the particular nature of Colombian communities 
abroad, focusing on the United States. I will explore their development, 
demographics, social organizations, economic and political links with the 
home country, and causes of social fragmentation. Then, I will discuss 
the domestic “push factors” for Colombian migration – the drug trade, 
domestic conflict and economic disruption – which made Colombian 
communities the way they are. I give a brief overview of the development 
of narcotrafficking and its impact on domestic security. I will then analyze 
the economics of drug trade and its related violence, while keeping in 
perspective migratory consequences. Finally, I will give an overview of 
under the current Uribe administration (2002-present) and discuss several 
caveats for the future. 

Graphic 1: Murders and Migration (Cardenas 45)
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Colombian Emigration
(See Graphics 6, 7, 8 and 9) 
 Until the mid-1970s, migration did not constitute an important 
part of Colombian history – Colombia was a destination country for 
many Latin American migrants  (Cardenas 4). However, as of 2007, 8% of 
Colombians reside outside the national territory, totaling some 3 million 
people (Guarnizo B 371). They live primarily in United States, followed by 
Spain, Venezuela and Ecuador (Ibid). This grand transformation has taken 
place in a series of waves, beginning prior to the drug era and peaking in 
2001. Colombian migration to the United States began in the mid-1970s 
with professionals, including university professors, engineers and doctors 
searching greater economic possibilities (Cardenas 5). The first wave of 
migration related to the drug trade began in the 1980s, associated with 
the cartels’ need to establish distributors of drugs in the US (Ibid 6). The 
next wave came at the end of the 1990s, émigrés searching better labor 
conditions, safer living conditions and higher incomes (Ibid 45).  In total, 
1.6 million Colombians left the country between 1996 and 2005, averaging 
174,000 per year, with a slight deceleration in emigration following 
economic recovery and increased national security under the leadership of 
President Álvaro Uribe, who came into office in 2002 (Burgess 6-7).

Graphic 6: Colombian Emigration (Cardenas 7)
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Graphic 7: Colombian GDP Growth and Migration (Cardenas 37) 

Graphic 8: Country of Residence of Colombian Migrants (Cardenas 9)
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Graphic 9: Colombian Migration to the United States (Cardenas 10)

 The United States, home to 1.2 million Colombians, has been the 
primary destination for Colombian émigrés (Burgess 9, Lobo-Guerrero). 
Colombians have been attracted to the U.S. largely due to greater pro-
fessional opportunities, higher wage rates and migratory momentum 
– migrants who follow friends or family members already established 
abroad. Whereas other Latin American migrants are generally those who 
lack economic possibilities at home (often rural areas) and therefore 
leave in search of work, Colombian migrants have largely been those 
with the resources to leave and establish themselves elsewhere. Ac-
cording to scholar Mauricio Cardenas, “[Colombian] emigration is not 
a phenomenon of the lower class” (Cardenas 26). The majority of Co-
lombian migrants arrived legally and by plane, compared to the majority 
of Mexicans, who arrived illegally and by foot (Portes 48). Colombians 
are also generally better educated than other Latin American migrants: 
75% Colombian migrants graduated high school, compared to roughly 
50% of Dominicans and less than 30% of Mexicans. Due to their abil-
ity to travel and find work independently, Colombians are widely spread 
among major U.S population centers, compared to Dominicans, who 
rely on more intense community support, 69% of whom live in the New 
York City area (Guarnizo A 372).
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Graphic 11: Migration and Remittances (Cardenas 22)

 As migratory pressures mounted in Colombia (to be addressed in 
subsequent sections of this paper), the socioeconomic profile of migrants 
evolved. In the first migratory waves, those with the highest levels of 
education and income were those who left – Colombians who arrived in 
the U.S. prior to 1995 had an average annual income of $27,519 (Carde-
nas 17). As narcotrafficking skyrocketed in the late 1990s, pushing 
domestic security and economy into rapid tailspin, Colombians of lower 
socioeconomic status scrounged their resources and left to seek greater 
opportunities abroad – the average income of Colombians who arrived 
in the U.S. between 1998-2006 was $11,211 (Ibid). Those who were at 
the greatest risk of internal displacement or loss of life, however – poor, 
rural agricultural populations without the resources to leave – were con-
demned to stay in Colombia and endure the tumult.
 While migrant-sending were generally of a middle-to-upper 
social rank, rarely did they move in entire family units. More often, they 
sent one family member abroad to earn money and send remittances 
back home. Therefore, as the Colombian population in the U.S. has 
grown, so has the sum of money it remits (Cardenas 20).  In 2004, remit-
tances were Colombia’s second-leading source of foreign exchange, ac-
counting for 3.3% of GDP – equivalent to nearly half the annual income 
reaped by the drug trade at its height (Cardenas 21, Burgess 43, Richani 
58). Remittance totals steadily increased parallel to migration, reach-
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ing $5 billion remitted in 2004, a total placing Colombia second only to 
Mexico (Portes 4, Burgess 43). 
 Statistics on the recipients of remittances further indicate that it 
is primarily Colombians of higher socioeconomic strata that have been 
able to migrate. Since remittances are generally sent by family members 
(80%), this also means that the Colombian families who receive remit-
tances are those with the economic power to send a loved one abroad, 
and may not be those in the greatest need of financial help): in 2003, 
9.3% of upper class households received remittances, whereas only 
3.8% of middle class and 1.9% of lower class households (Cardenas 22, 
26). 

Social Fragmentation 
 Financial independence and high educational levels, combined 
with the notion that, “International drug trafficking has become syn-
onymous with Colombian identity worldwide” (Guarnizo A 373) have 
combined to make Colombians incredibly disinclined to group together. 
Through rounds of personal interviews, Guarnizo found that Colombians 
in New York preferred not to associate with one another, or at least not 
with Colombians they didn’t know, because “one doesn’t know who the 
other person is and what they are involved in” (Ibid). This fear is not 
without justification: as of 2003, 12,000 Colombians were in foreign 
jails, most on drug-related charges (Guarnizo C 87). Because of this 
social dispersion, despite the massive concentration of population, no 
hometown associations have been established by Colombians in New 
York (who number over 100,000, according to the 2000 U.S. Census)  
(Guarnizo A 375). 
 The stigma associated with Colombian identity is so strong that 
in cities with more spatially-dispersed Colombian settlement, there is 
virtually no Colombian community. Such is the case in Los Angeles, 
where prior to the mid-1980s, public Colombian festivals were frequent, 
at least four times per year, and involved many Angelenos outside of the 
Colombian community (Ibid 388). However, when the drug boom hit, 
harassment of Colombian immigrants by US law enforcement officials 
and fear of associating with Colombian associations led Colombians to 
cancel their festivals and disband (Ibid 383). Consequently, despite a 
steadily growing population, Colombians in LA have become practically 
“invisible” (Ibid). 
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Graphic 2: Cocaine Production in the Andean Nations (Cardenas 44)

Graphic 3: Cocaine Production, Homicide Rate, and Guerrilla Fronts (Giu-
gale 43)
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Graphic 4: Guerrilla Activity (Richani 42) 

Graphic 5: Income of the guerrilla groups in 1994 (Richani 46) 
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Economic Impact of the Drug Business
 While violence touched all parts of Colombian society – tens of 
thousands of murders and kidnapping ripping countless families apart 
– the drug trade and the war against it also fully consumed Colombia’s 
financial resources and provided a strong economic incentive for migration. 
It is estimated that the total income from the drug trade in the mid-
1990s was somewhere between $1.5 and $3 billion/year, more than the 
income from any legal cash crop, and equivalent to 4 to 7% of GDP (Ibid 
58). In 1993 it was estimated that the proceeds from robberies of public 
service enterprises, kidnappings, and homicides in the course of robbery 
constituted 2.2% of GDP (Ibid). In total, the war economy in the mid-
1990s was estimated to have subsumed 12.3% of GDP, including transfer 
payments, such as ransoms for kidnappings and proceeds from robberies, 
salaries for military personnel, guerrillas, and paramilitaries, and general 
military expenditures (Ibid). 
 In addition to overwhelming the economy, the drug conflict also 
directly stymied its growth. Average GDP growth in the years 1950 to 
1980 was 5%, whereas during the drug era, 1980-2003, it was reduced to 
3% (Giugale 46). During that period, growth of the legal economy and 
drug trade had an inverse relationship, culminating in a deep recession in 
1999 (rooted in macroeconomic imbalances from inflated foreign debt 
and depleted federal reserves), the year in which violent conflict reached its 
apex  (Giugale 45, Cardenas 7). It is no coincidence that shortly after the 
recession, in 2001, emigration also reached its peak (Cardenas 6). 
 Many economic decision-makers were disheartened by the crime 
and lawlessness and lost faith in their ability to run a successful business 
in Colombia. A major disincentive to investment was the risk of physical 
damage to infrastructure projects, such as the average $500 million/
year damage to oil pipelines (Ibid 2).  Another disincentive was ubiquity 
of guerrilla groups, the quantity of crimes they committed and the slim 
chance of bringing them to justice. In 1985, 17% of municipalities had 
some guerrilla presence; by 1995, that number had risen to 58% (Avilés 
37). As the Colombian government funneled its resources to military 
and neglected the criminal justice system, Colombia’s ability to judicially 
respond to crime plummeted. A 1994 study showed that only 20% of 
crimes were reported, only 14% of which resulted in indictments, and of 
that 14%, only 3% of perpetrators of violent crime were apprehended and 
sentenced to prison (Richani 60). In sum, there was 97% chance that any 
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given violent crime would go unpunished (Ibid). 
 Given the high risk and zero guarantee of protection from the 
Colombian state, domestic, expatriate and foreign investors alike have 
had little reason to start or continue projects in Colombia. There was a 
37% drop in private investment in Colombia between 1994 and 2001, 
culminating 30 years of private investment that rarely surpassed 10% of 
GDP (Avilés 131, Cardenas 2). During the 1990s, domestic businessmen 
became hesitant to hire new employees or expand their infrastructure for 
fear of murder or kidnapping. Expatriate Colombians compared increasing 
instability in the home country with their new place of residence – often 
the United States – and reduced the frequency of trips home, abandoned 
investment projects, even gave up their dreams of returning home, and 
instead became homeowners and investors in the US (Escobar 57). Foreign 
businesses – such as oil companies Occidental Petroleum and British 
Petroleum, which suffered the brunt of terrorist attacks on oil pipelines – 
have been scared off by the conflict and have opted to relocate (Avilés 131).  
 Ironically, government anti-terror and anti-narcotics actions also 
disrupted local economies, especially in areas in which a large portion of the 
economy was under the control of the cartels, paramilitaries, or guerrillas. 
This was exactly the case in Cali, where the Colombian government acted 
under significant American pressure to prosecute the “War on Drugs”. In 
1995 alone, some $800 million, allegedly belonging to drug traffickers, left 
the city (Guarnizo A 400). As a result of the capital flight, the number of 
unemployed in the city went from 95,000 to 165,000 between 1995 and 
1997, some of whom no doubt shortly left the country in search of work 
(Ibid).
 Migration, though a result of economic fluctuations, is also an 
important cause.  Just as migratory momentum – Colombians leaving to be 
with loved ones already established abroad – had a snowball effect on the 
size of expatriate Colombian populations, so did it progressively eat away at 
the Colombian economy.  As the best, brightest and richest left to protect 
themselves and their families or to pursue professional opportunities 
abroad, they deprived the Colombian economy if its influential actors, 
its investment capital, and its development solutions, causing further 
economic downturn, and subsequent further brain drain (Cardenas 21).

The Current Administration
 The following quote from Luis Guarnizo may as well be the mantra 
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for the administration of Colombian President Alvaro Uribe: “The more 
people that desire, think about, and plan to emigrate, fewer will be those 
who think and act on the construction of solutions for the problems that 
affect their everyday life in their country of origin” (Guarnizo C 94). Uribe 
has been strongly focused on the migration continuum – domestic unrest 
causing economic downturn and promoting emigration all along the way – 
and has dedicated great efforts to get the national talent to stay, and getting 
those who have gone to return, or at least participate in transnational 
networks. 
 All of the migratory “push factors” have been reduced in Uribe’s 
six years in office, making him one of the most popular presidents in 
Colombian history. Originally elected in 2002, Uribe has been so successful 
that he obtained a constitutional amendment to allow him to run for 
office a second time – an election which he won with 62% of the vote 
(“Colombia Data Profile”). As of 2005, homicide was at its lowest rate in 
19 years, kidnappings at their lowest rate in 10 years, and guerrilla attacks 
on municipalities declined 80% over 2003-2004. The number of newly 
displaced families declined from 50,000 in 2003 to 35,000 in 2004, and 
remarkably, 196 of 246 mayors who had left their municipalities in 2002 
under threats of violence returned in 2004. On the economic front, as 
of 2005, unemployment was at its lowest in six years and inflation at its 
lowest in 30 years. Private investment increased to 12% of GDP in 2004, 
and GDP grew 5.1% in 2005. 1.4 million people moved out of poverty 
between 2002 and 2004, and 1.5 million moved out of extreme poverty 
during the same time period. (Ibid)
 While security woes have been a primary push factor for migrants, 
Uribe has made great strides in calming the country. He has cultivated a 
close relationship with the US and secured some $600 million (current 
dollars)/year in military aid, which has allowed the Colombian government 
to more actively and overtly pursue the guerrillas (“Colombia’s Politics”). 
Thanks to his strong ties with the national economic elite, which 
generally favors and funds paramilitary activity, Uribe has also been able 
to successfully negotiate with the paramilitaries. In August 2006, he 
brokered an arms-for-amnesty deal with the AUC, the loose association of 
Colombian private security forces, in which some 30,000 paramilitaries 
turned in their weapons in exchange for reduced or absolved prison 
sentences (“Colombia’s Drug Wars”).
 Uribe’s administration has also made great progress in reducing 
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the social fragmentation suffered by Colombian communities abroad. As 
previously mentioned, his administration founded and built the program 
“Colombia Nos Une” to increase government-migrant contact and facilitate 
migrant communication with home. He has also encouraged Colombians 
and international observers to have a more positive perception of the 
country. “Marca Colombia,” a program initiated by the government office 
Proexport and private sector companies, has the explicit goal “to close the 
existing breach between Colombian reality and the way in which Colombia 
is perceived from outside” (Colombianosnegocian.com). The first stage of 
the program, “Muestra tu Pasión” is designed to motivate all Colombians 
to speak well of Colombia. The second stage, “Colombia es Pasión,” uses 
various forms of media directed at the international public to attract 
investment and tourism.
 Even though under Uribe’s rule, the guerrillas have been 
suppressed, the paramilitaries reduced, domestic security restored, and 
migration slowed, it is Colombia’s economic policy that may once again 
put the country at risk.  On the surface Uribe’s economic policy has been 
successful: as of 2005, unemployment was at its lowest in six years and 
inflation at its lowest in 30 years; private investment increased to 12% 
of GDP in 2004, and GDP grew 5.1% in 2005. Reforms have increased 
foreign trade, including a 40% increase in merchandise exports 2003-2004, 
led by increased oil sales (“Country Assistance” 7). These advances, 
however, are founded upon a neo-liberal market orientation, featuring a 
pro-business agenda and fiscal responsibility, which while excellent for 
statistical indicators, may end up harming the very nexus of the conflict: 
the farming countryside.
  In May 2007, President Uribe went to Washington, DC lobbying 
for the passage of the bilateral free trade agreement between the US and 
Colombia. This agreement will increase trade between the two countries, 
and even give a boost to Colombian GDP. However, dangerously, it will 
challenge Colombian agricultural producers, who will have to compete 
with highly-subsidized American agricultural goods, all of which will enter 
Colombia duty free within 15-20 years (“Trade Facts”). 
 Putting these agricultural producers at risk is equivalent to 
handing over the countryside to the narcotraffickers once again: It is in the 
countryside where the FARC was born. It is in the countryside where the 
paramilitaries were born. It is in the countryside where farmers, upset with 
their lack of economic opportunities, lack of social services, and lack of 
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government presence, opted to convert their crops to coca, join the ranks of 
the guerrillas, and devote their lives to the illicit economy. From there, the 
cascade unravels, and those who can opt not to stay in Colombia. 
 If Colombia and its American financiers truly want to maintain 
the progress made since 2002, they will devote serious efforts to alternative 
rural development and prepare the agricultural sector for the upcoming 
shock of the free trade agreement. They will support the programs that 
intervene in high-risk areas and provide farmers with the means to produce 
timber, honey, rubber, or other products that can grow on land potentially 
planted with coca. They will follow these peasants and ensure their security 
and well-being, or else risk a consequent rise in narcotrafficking, domestic 
insecurity, economic instability and the inevitable flight of Colombia’s best 
and brightest, all of which the government has been working so hard to 
reverse. 
 

Notes

1 In a February 2002 poll, 92% of Colombians ranked violence as the 
worst problem for them and their families (Giugale 35).
2 This was a major step for CANCO and all Colombian immigrants in the 
US, even though the congressional seat for Colombians abroad did not go 
into effect until 2000 (Escobar 63).
3 Economically-motivated kidnappings were formerly used more by 
paramilitaries and less by guerrillas, due to the Marxist guerrilla groups 
ideological opposition to harming innocent common people and the 
paramilitaries’ profit-driven system. However, as the guerrillas have 
faced increasing economic hardships in recent years, they have gradually 
abandoned their ideology and have begun to use extortion kidnappings as a 
means to fund their operations (Barco).
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In Our Strategic Interests: A Review 
of U.S. Foreign Policy towards Liberia
by Sasha Hayes-Rusnov

The history between Liberia and the United States is both long and 
complex, older, indeed, than the state of Liberia itself.  This paper 
will examine American involvement in Liberia, beginning with the 

period of colonization and the relatively peaceful years that followed, and 
continuing with the era of Cold War realpolitik and the rule of the Tubman 
and Doe regimes.  A brief look at Charles Taylor’s relationship with 
America will then lead into more recent events, along with the prospects for 
further U.S. involvement in Liberia’s future.

Colonization
 The most significant relationship between America and Africa 
during the years directly following the American Revolution was the slave 
trade.  Although the import of African labor was slow at first, Eli Whitney’s 
invention of the cotton gin in 1793 solidified cotton as the South’s new 
cash crop and drastically increased demand for slaves.  Between 1790 and 
1830, the number of slaves in the U.S. tripled to over two million.1

 As the number of slaves rose, so too did the number of blacks who 
managed to win their freedom.  By 1830, official census results put the 
number of free blacks in the U.S. at 319,000.2  Many whites were alarmed 
by this number and worried about the effects of a free black population on 
the country’s racial integrity and social services, not to mention the example 
that they set for the huge slave population.   More moderate whites, as well 
as many black leaders, felt that America was simply not an environment in 
which free black people could thrive, and that they needed their own space 
in which to start their lives over again.3

 These two disparate viewpoints came together in the colonization 
movement.  Ever since 1787, various parties had been trying to find a 

Sasha Hayes-Rusnov graduated from Middlebury College in 2006 with a Bachelor of 
Arts in Political Science. 



 
39

        
Hemispheres, Vol. 31, 2008

In Our Strategic Interests: A Review of U.S. Foreign Policy towards Liberia

place other than the United States for free blacks to settle and form their 
own separate communities.  Various schemes were proposed - including 
the possibility of a colony somewhere in Northern Canada - but many 
organizers were interested in Africa, reasoning that since the blacks had 
originally come from that continent, it was a logical place for them to 
return to in order to prosper.4  State and local groups sprang up to begin 
the work of gathering black people together for the effort of colonization 
and to seek out land for them to settle on.  The only of these groups to 
gain national recognition was the American Society for Colonizing the Free 
People of Color of the United States, commonly known as the American 
Colonization Society or ACS.5

 The brainchild of Presbyterian minister Reverend Robert Finley, 
the Society was established in 1816, including among its cofounders such 
notable figures as Francis Scott Key, Henry Clay, and Supreme Court Clerk 
Elias Caldwell.  Its first president was Bushrod Washington, nephew of 
George Washington, with preceding presidents to include Henry Clay and 
James Madison.6  With strong financial and political backing, including 
a $100,000 subsidy from the U.S. Government, the Society sponsored a 
two-man expedition to London in 1818 to meet with the Sierra Leone 
Company, which had established the British settlement of Freetown on 
the west coast of Africa.7  The organization’s hopes were further lifted by 
an act of Congress on the third of March the next year to end the slave 
trade which allowed the President the power to establish “an agency on the 
coast of Africa” to receive illegal slaves captured by the government.8  In 
1820, the Society reported to Congress that its exploratory mission had 
been successful and that “… a situation can be readily obtained, favorable 
to commerce and agriculture, in a healthy and fertile country, and that the 
natives are well disposed to give every encouragement to the establishment 
of such a settlement among them.”  It pointed out that Sierra Leone’s 
colonization had significantly hampered the slave trade in that region, and 
that a colony of free back Americans in Africa would be a logical place to 
establish the agency authorized in the 1819 legislation.  Finally, the society 
requested government funding for its work, insinuating that colonization in 
Africa might become a good investment.9

 Appeals for direct funding did not initially succeed, but the U.S. 
did agree to send its first African agent, Samuel Bacon, along with the 
Society’s first colonization group, led by Samuel Crozer.  With a group of 
eighty-eight free blacks, they sailed to Campelar Island on the Sherbro river 
in Sierra Leone, but the site was found to be unsuitable for a settlement.  
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The next year, the U.S. government put the USS Alligator at the Society’s 
disposal to help them find a new location.  The Mesurado area further up 
the coast was eventually decided upon, and after negotiations with the local 
tribes and an exchange of about $300 worth of trade goods, the Society had 
its new land.  The survivors of the Sherbro settlement were ferried over to 
the new site in 1822.10

 With a permanent site now established, the Society continued 
to bring more free blacks to Africa, including many that had been freed 
from slave ships interdicted by European of U.S. navies.11  But all was not 
peaceful within the new settlement.  Having come to Africa to attain their 
freedom, the black colonists found themselves still under the control of 
the Society.  In 1824, after a dispute over land grants and rationing, some 
colonists took up arms and forced the ACS governing agent to temporarily 
flee the colony.  The Society soon sent other members to negotiate the 
governor back into office, but not before having to concede some power 
in a codified constitution, government, and legal code for the colony.  The 
colony was named The Commonwealth of Liberia, and the principle city 
was renamed Monrovia, after President James Monroe.12

 The constitution, which was revised on January 5th, 1939 by the 
ACS’s Board of Directors, was a major step in the direction of sovereignty 
for the colony.  The document organized the territory into two counties 
with four districts each, provided for a system of courts similar to that in 
the U.S., and created a publicly elected Council with legislative powers 
for the colony.  However, the Society still insisted that it would have final 
control over all rules regarding the Commonwealth, both by letter of the 
constitution and through the Governor, who would remain an ACS agent.13  
The Society still hoped that America might incorporate the fledgling 
colony, but Washington indicated no willingness to do so.  Meanwhile, 
the British government began to loose patience with the Society because 
Liberian officials had attempted to levy customs on British ships from 
Freetown.  The British considered this illegal because Liberia was not a 
state, and thus its power of taxation was not recognized under international 
law.14  Fearing for the colony’s sovereignty, the ACS allowed the colonists 
to convene a new constitutional convention in 1846, and the First 
Independent Commonwealth of Liberia was established the next year.15

Interestingly, because of the political climate in the United States, the 
new nation would not be formally recognized by its mother country 
until after the American Civil War.16  Despite the fact that the Liberian 
constitution, flag, and other trappings of state were generally modeled 
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on those of the Unites States, the simple truth was that it was not widely 
believed that blacks should be taken seriously in establishing a western-style 
government.  Even when the question of diplomatic relations was finally 
raised in Congress in 1861, passionate, racist speeches concerning the 
unacceptability of treating Black representatives equally in the view of the 
American government.17

 With independence, the Liberian government, made up of 
American immigrants known as Americo-Liberians, began in some respects 
to function as an independent state.  In 1848 the public ratified the 
country’s constitution, and the first elections brought former Virginian 
Joseph Jenkins Roberts to the post of Liberia’s president.  Several other 
colonies had been established along the Liberian coast by various State-
sponsored colonization organizations, and in 1857 Liberia aided its 
Southern neighbor, the independent state of Maryland, in suppressing the 
indigenous Kru and Grebo populations.  Liberia incorporated Maryland as 
a county the following year.18

 This military expedition, Liberia’s first, was indicative of the 
outlook of many Americo-Liberians.  As with most Western colonists in 
Africa, they considered themselves inherently superior to the native peoples 
and excluded them from franchise or representation in the new civil 
and political society.  The establishment of the True Whig Party in 1869 
solidified the Americo-Liberian’s dominance of the government.19  The new 
government was weak in terms of military force, however, and attempts 
to control the tribes on the land claimed by the new state were met with 
resistance.  The Grebo tribe, which had some missionary-educated leaders 
and thus a better understanding of the rights of the people, mobilized 
an army when they were denied fair process by the government.  Grebo 
military victories caused the Liberian government to call upon the aid of 
the United States, which sent the warship Alaska to make a show of force.  
This convinced the Grebo to negotiate with the Liberian government, 
resulting in franchise for Grebo tribe members.20

 While the U.S. was willing to support the Liberians in this initial 
conflict, however, it was not willing to directly intervene in territorial 
disputes with France and England.  Both countries had claims on land 
bordering Liberia, and the new state had to negotiate unilaterally with 
them to define its boarders.  This process was complicated by the 1885 
Congress of Berlin, in which the European powers carved out zones of 
control in Africa.  Although there was no effort to annex Liberia outright, 
the stipulation that colonies exercise “effective control” over their territories 
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caused problems for a Liberian government still trying to bring native tribes 
under its control.21  Liberian officials appealed for American help in shoring 
up its position, though Washington was unwilling to become involved in 
local disputes.  This was another clear signal that although America still saw 
the territory as potentially valuable, would not assume much responsibility 
for aiding the development of the country.
 By the turn of the century, the Liberian government was 
experiencing financial problems and began to seek out foreign investors.  
Firestone Rubber Company, which had grown dramatically after World 
War I, entered into negotiations with the government to begin a rubber 
plantation, ending up with a million acres on a lease of ninety-nine years.  
As part of the agreement, Firestone loaned the Liberian government $5 
million to retire its extensive international debts, with the collection of 
revenues to pay it off was to be overseen by a representative of the U.S. 
government.22  The Liberian government and Firestone quickly became 
enmeshed as company officials were given lavish houses and government 
employees were put on the company payroll.23  Less auspicious, however, 
was a 1929 probe by a League of Nations commission that accused the 
government of allowing forced indigenous labor both in the country and 
abroad, including at the plantations.  The practice had been going on for 
some time, and had become integrated into the country’s political structure, 
as companies would pay the tribal leaders, county officials, and national 
government for each laborer that they could produce. Firestone and many 
other companies benefited by this practice, and although the commission’s 
report caused the resignation of the President and Vice President of the 
time, there were few other repercussions in either the business or political 
spheres.24

 Thus, despite the fact that the American government itself did not 
establish Liberia as a colony in the same way that the European powers 
colonized Africa in the late 1800’s, non-governmental organizations 
like the American Colonization Society were instrumental in the initial 
founding of the country.  Although the Society dissolved itself in 1912, 
it had facilitated the immigration of about 12,000 inhabitants to Liberia, 
and its influential founders had ensured that the country would enjoy at 
least a measure of initial support from the American government.25  After 
this period, relations between the two countries were primarily economic, 
as exemplified by Firestone’s plantations.  Struggles with the indigenous 
people of the country and abuses like the contract labor system continued, 
but they were little regarded by the United States.  It was after the Second 
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World War, however, that Liberia’s ties with the United States would 
become far more involved.

The Cold War Era
 As the Second World War drew to a close, American foreign 
policy took a dramatic shift in focus.  After having just defeated the 
Axis powers, America found itself confronted by the perceived threat of 
Stalin’s Soviet Union.  Matching the Soviets’ expansionist policy with 
a strategy of “containment,” America regarded the third world as an 
area where Communism would be likely to take route.  After a visit to 
Africa in 1957, Vice President Richard Nixon remarked, “the course of 
[Africa’s] development… could well prove to be the decisive factor in the 
conflict…”26  With Soviet funding already beginning to flow into certain 
African states, and especially after the 1969 coup in Libya of Mummar 
Gaddafi, America was seeking to establish a strong counterbalance.  Liberia 
was once again on the minds of America’s politicians.
 In 1944, William V.S. Tubman had been elected president of 
Liberia.  Part of the Americo-Liberian ruling class, he was more than 
willing to accept American support in return for his cooperation in the 
fight against Soviet interests.  He quickly became the country’s strong man, 
using government money and foreign aid to establish an intricate patronage 
network and to co-opt or suppress local chiefs.27  He also expanded 
the military and secret police with the aid of U.S. military advisers and 
funding, provided by President Kennedy starting in 1961.28  Using the 
tools of power handed to him by the Americans, Tubman was able to easily 
maintain his authority within the country for seven terms as president until 
he died in office in 1971.29

 For the United States, aid to Liberia was money was well spent.  
The Voice of America broadcast station, an African equivalent to Radio 
Free Europe, was built in Monrovia during the early years of Tolbert’s 
rule.  Tolbert also agreed to allow America’s Rapid Response Force to use 
the city’s air and sea ports on 24-hour’s notice.30  The American embassy 
became a focal point for CIA operations in northern Africa, and would 
eventually serve as a base for action against Libya’s Mohammar Qaddafi, 
orchestrated by such dubious figures as William Pointdexter and Oliver 
North.31  In addition to direct government involvement, American 
commercial investment in Liberia continued; by 1950, Firestone was 
providing about a quarter of Liberia’s tax revenues.32

With the amount of foreign assistance that the Liberian government was 
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receiving, however, it was becoming increasingly detached from local 
systems of accountability and thus even more insensitive to the needs of 
common citizens.  In the decade after Tubman’s death, the political elite 
continued to live in luxury while the standard of living declined for the 
poor.  When the new president, William Tolbert, declared an increase 
in the price of rice in 1979, riots erupted in Monrovia.  The armed 
forces were used to suppress the demonstrators, but popular opinion had 
been permanently damaged.33  In 1980, Master Sergeant Samuel Doe 
orchestrated a military coup against the government, executing Tolbert 
and thirteen top officials and bringing an end to the Americo-Liberians’ 
133-year political domination.  Ironically, the expansion of the military 
with American aid over the past several decades turned out to be the key 
destabilizing factor for the government, as coup plots often become harder 
to detect as military forces expand in third-world countries.34

 Considering the good relationship between the U.S. and the 
Americo-Liberian government in the postwar period, it might have been 
expected that the American government would intervene on behalf of 
the remnants of Tolbert’s government.  However, Doe’s expressions of 
willingness to continue to aid American efforts against international 
communism caused Jimmy Carter, who had visited Tolbert in an 
unprecedented trip to Liberia only three years earlier, to sign over a multi-
million dollar aid package to help the post-coup government.35  With the 
threat of the spread of Communism in Africa still supposedly looming, 
stability in Liberia was judged to be in America’s strategic interests, no 
matter which regime was providing it.
 In fact, Doe had no reason not to continue the tradition of Liberian 
cooperation with America.  He had received his own military training from 
Green Berets as part of the American military’s assistance to the Americo-
Liberian regime.36  He was also aware that the U.S. was a powerful ally, 
and immediately took full advantage of Liberia’s prominent strategic role 
in U.S. policy, negotiating $500 million for the first five years of his rule, 
about a third of the country’s operating budget.37  In return, he continued 
to provide logistical support for CIA operations in both Libya and Angola 
and promised a swift return to civilian rule within five years.
 However, having just led a military coup, Doe imagined potential 
political enemies and conspirators everywhere.  He immediately suspended 
the constitution, outlawed political parties, and declared martial law, using 
the military and the secret police apparatus set up under the Tubman 
regime to terrorize potential rivals.38  Although he had portrayed himself 
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as a champion of Liberia’s native peoples, Doe quickly filled most of the 
top political and military positions with members of his own ethnic group, 
the Krahn, which drew hostility from the other fifteen native groups in 
the country.39  He created nearly 40,000 new government “jobs” for his 
political allies, and doubled the salaries of government employees.40  Mass 
arrests and violent repression of demonstrations persisted throughout Doe’s 
regime, intensifying after a coup attempt by Doe’s former collaborator 
Thomas Quiwonkpa.  Because Quiwonkpa and his allies were from the Gio 
and Mano tribes of the Nimba area, Doe immediately instituted a purge 
of Gio and Mano from the military and began a large-scale campaign of 
violence against the civilians of those ethnic groups.41

 Despite Doe’s atrocious human rights record, some advocates of 
containment strategy in Washington still saw his regime as valuable.  Chief 
amongst these was Chester A. Crocker, the Assistant Secretary of State in 
the Regan administration.  A student of Henry Kissinger’s realpolitik (he 
had served under Kissenger from 1973-76) and the architect of the strategy 
of “constructive engagement” that was providing assistance to several 
dictatorial regimes across Africa, Crocker’s relationship with Liberia is best 
known through his address to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
on December 10, 1985.  In that speech, he defended Doe’s handling of 
the elections that year that were supposed to have returned the country 
to civilian rule, and to which the U.S. had contributed $250,000.  Doe 
had declared himself the winner with 51% of the vote, despite circulated 
reports of intimidation and ballot tampering on the part of his government.  
Nonetheless, Crocker attempted to downplay Doe’s transgressions, 
saying that Doe’s claim to only 51% of the vote made him a comparative 
moderate amongst African dictators.42  He emphasized Doe’s cooperation 
with American interests, saying, “In the short term, President Doe’s 
government seems to have the power to govern.”43

 Crocker’s speech was broadcast over the Voice of America radio 
in Liberia, provoking significant public outcry against what the people 
there knew to be reckless obfuscations.44  By 1988, the U.S. congress also 
became frustrated with Doe’s behavior.  With Soviet power in decline, 
increasing reports of abuses of U.S. aid by Doe and his associates, and 
the failure to pay $7 million in arrears on military loans, America cut off 
direct funding to Liberia.45  It was probably not coincidental that Firestone 
Tire also sold off its Liberian operations in 1988, cutting America’s most 
significant economic tie with Liberia.46  Much of the rest of the capitol 
that American firms had put into the country was being withdrawn as the 
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country’s economic situation steadily worsened.  Doe’s response was to 
establish relationships with other governments, notably Israel, and to move 
his patronage system into underground markets.47  Ultimately, however, his 
regime was failing without its biggest backer, and new powers would soon 
make themselves known in Liberia.
 The Cold War was the period of history that saw the closest 
interaction between Liberia and the United States.  As in much of Africa, 
notably the Democratic Republic of Congo, South Africa, Kenya, and 
Somalia, America found in Liberia rulers ready and willing to support 
anticommunist efforts in return for aid to their unpopular regimes.  In 
Liberia, the U.S. was willing to overlook systemic repression of the 
populace throughout the Cold War, and hardly batted an eye at Doe’s 
military coup that unleashed widespread ethnic violence throughout the 
country.  Some attribute this unwillingness to intervene to guilt over 
Liberia’s long domination by the Africo-Liberian elite, but it was only 
when the threat of the Soviet Union was dwindling and American business 
interests in the country were beginning to dry up that the Congress finally 
found Doe’s human rights record odious enough to cut off the millions of 
dollars that had supported him for so long.48  In the game of global chess, 
Liberia had been an important piece, but the game was over and America 
wasn’t interested in another unpopular African regime.  Both the leaders 
and the people of Liberia had lost.

“Taylorland”
 It might seem melodramatic to claim that Samuel Doe was one 
of the losers of the Cold War era after his decade-long reign of power, 
but U.S. funding had been the most solid support for the maintenance 
of his government.  This was proved by the appearance of Charles Taylor 
in Nimba Country in 1989. Taylor was the head of the National Patriotic 
Front of Liberia (NFPL), a rebel group made up of a broad range of 
disaffected ethnicities, especially the Gio and Mano that Doe had so 
brutally repressed after the 1985 coup attempt.49

 Within a year, the NFPL had taken control of most of the 
country, and a splinter faction had assassinated Doe.  12,000 troops from 
the Economic Community of West African States Monitoring Group 
(ECOWAS) intervened to prevent Taylor from taking over the capitol, 
but, despite the peacekeepers’ efforts, the NFPL managed to hold effective 
control of up to 90% of the country from 1990 to 1996.50  In classic 
warlord style, Taylor used the natural resources in the areas under his 
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control, especially timber and diamonds, to buy more arms and equipment 
for his forces.51  During the 1990’s, his territory was popularly known as 
“Taylorland.”  Most estimates place the number killed during the war at 
200,000, with a million more Liberians forced to become refugees.52

 The ECOWAS force in Liberia did enjoy American diplomatic 
support.53  Apparently, however, America was prepared to leave the actual 
fighting to the local powers, a move reminiscent of European colonial 
strategy throughout the previous century.  This could have been due in part 
to the fact that America was about to begin a mission in Somalia, the failure 
of which would make the U.S. extremely apprehensive about committing 
to peacekeeping in Africa after 1993.54  However, America’s decision to 
distance itself from one complex African conflict in favor of another is at 
best dubious, unless one considers that Liberia’s importance as an ally was 
waning. On the other hand, Somalia was coming out from under Soviet 
patronage and also had been a base for America’s erstwhile ally Osama bin 
Laden in the past.
 Despite its choice of noninvolvement, America might have been 
able to make decisive moves in Liberia at the beginning of the war to 
quickly end the fighting.  In 1990, as the NFPL was battling ECOWAS 
and Liberian forces in the streets of Monrovia, U.S. warships and a 
complement of 2000 marines were floating offshore, ready to evacuate 
the American citizens living in the city if the situation turned critical.  
Then-Undersecretary of State for African Affairs Herman Cohen has since 
indicated that had the Marines deployed into the city, the fighting might 
have ended much more quickly.55  Such an intervention would have put 
American troops at risk, however, so instead the U.S. offered Doe and 
his allies a chance to flee the country, thus hoping to remove the NFPL’s 
primary target and end the violence.56  When Doe refused to evacuate, 
several of his top aids, including many who orchestrated the worst crimes 
during the 1980’s, were flown out in the hope that their absence would 
weaken Doe enough that his capture would be swift.  Instead, the battle 
for Monrovia dragged out for weeks, thousands of refugees were killed, and 
Doe’s cronies escaped from the city unharmed.57

 The period of Liberia’s civil war was the story of America’s 
noninvolvement in a conflict that it had helped to bring about.  The 
arms and supplies pumped into the country starting in the 1960’s were 
not accompanied by commensurate regard for how they were being used.  
America stood aside while Doe’s repression of his people paved the way 
for the revolution, and then decided to cut Doe off in 1988 as his strategic 
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value waned, leaving the Liberian people to Taylor and the other warlords 
of the country.  The U.S. would wait until the troublesome Taylor was on 
his way out before it became involved in Liberia again.
The Return to Engagement
 By 1995, internationally mediated peace talks in Ghana had 
produced an agreement between Taylor’s NFPL and the interim 
government established by ECOWAS.58  Despite a resurgence of violence 
in 1996, elections in 1997 were deemed free and fair by international 
observers. Taylor won the presidency, promising not to be a “wicked” 
president.59  His promise was short-lived, however, as Taylor continued to 
back the Revolutionary Unity Front (RUF), a group trying to overthrow 
the government in neighboring Sierra Leone.  Formed and led by Taylor’s 
associates from time spent in Libya, the RUF had invaded Sierra Leone 
from Liberia in 1991, attacking and taking control of large parts of the 
country’s diamond-producing region.  Taylor sold the group arms in 
exchange for the diamonds and sent irregular units to assist them, ignoring 
frequent terrorism against the civilian populations in Sierra Leone and 
in Liberia’s boarder regions.60  ECOWAS, meanwhile, was attempting to 
quell the fighting in Sierra Leone with the aid of British troops.  A ceasefire 
was reached in 2000, and the UN sanctioned peacekeepers in the country 
mandated disarmament of the warring factions.61  
 The UN Special Court for Sierra Leone, established to try leaders 
in the conflict for war crimes, found Charles Taylor guilty of thirteen 
violations of the Geneva Conventions, crimes against humanity, and 
infractions of international law on March 3, 2003.62  This verdict increased 
pressure on Taylor from the international community, including the United 
States, and coincided with an increasingly successful campaign against 
Taylor by opposing factions within Liberia.  The combination drove Taylor 
to seek political asylum in Nigeria on August 11th.63  In a flashback to 
1990, U.S. Marines were again positioned offshore waiting to evacuate 
Americans at the embassy in Monrovia.  With Taylor already gone and 
an ECOWAS force moving into the country by land, several U.S. Marine 
squads were deployed to help secure the American embassy.64  Although 
the Marines withdrew by September, the U.S. provided $26 million 
in logistical support for the transport of the 3,600 ECOWAS troops, 
along with another $40 million in general humanitarian assistance via 
international agencies.65

 Although it currently has no troop presence on the ground, the 
role of the U.S. in Liberia has continued to increase.  With commitments 
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to more humanitarian aid and a pledge of $245 million to the UN’s 
disarmament program that began in December of 2003, America has 
assisted in rebuilding the country that it once called an ally.66  A transitional 
government under Gyude Bryant was put into power in 2003, under an 
agreement between the principle political factions in the country, and 
fulfilled its duties as an interim structure with the help of UN-sanctioned 
African peacekeepers.67

 However, a speech made by the Assistant Secretary of State for 
African Affairs Walter H. Kansteiner to the house subcommittee on Africa 
on October 2, 2003 hit a note that seemed to be an echo from the past 
after a study of America’s Cold War relations with Liberia.  Despite his 
calls for further U.S. assistance in terms of humanitarian aid, help with 
returning refugees to their homes, and insurance of fair elections in 2005, 
the Kansteiner also said some words that sounded suspiciously like Chester 
Crocker’s from eighteen years earlier:
 Liberia’s stability is important not only for our relations with our 
African partners whom we depend on increasingly for security and energy 
assistance, but also for our relations with Europe. Specifically, the United 
Kingdom and France, which have invested significantly in stabilizing Sierra 
Leone and Côte d’Ivoire, have publicly called on the U.S. to take the lead 
in resolving the Liberia crisis. Indeed, had the United States walked away 
from the country it created, many in the world would have doubted the 
depth of our commitment to Africa. While humanitarian relief and the 
avoidance of further violence constitute more than sufficient reasons for us 
to remain engaged in Liberia, our strategic interests are also significant.
 This apparent return to a policy of “realist” engagement with Liberia 
has been borne out over the subsequent years.  With the election of Ellen 
Johnson-Sirleaf, an American-educated economist, as Liberia’s president 
in 2006, the Bush administration clearly felt that once again it could 
work with the leader of Liberia. The UN Security Council eased its ban 
on weapons sales to the country shortly thereafter, and U.S. aid to Liberia 
has been directed in part to rebuilding the country’s security forces after 
they fell apart during the civil war.68  President Bush also became the first 
president in thirty years to visit the country in February of 2008.  Praising 
Sirleaf, he pledged more American support for education, economic 
development, health programs, and military training in the country.69 
 This new engagement coincides with a creeping return of U.S. 
interests in the region.  Bush had commented during the same trip, “we 
fight against poverty because hope is an answer to terror.”70  The statement 
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was reflective of a new appreciation by American foreign policy experts 
of Africa’s role and potential future in America’s attempts to combat anti-
American extremism.  The West African region is also becoming more 
important to the U.S. because of America’s need to continue opening new 
sources of oil.  By some estimates, America will import a quarter of its oil 
from West Africa within a decade, and the quality and relative proximity 
of West Africa make it especially attractive as a supplier.71  However, as in 
other areas of the world where oil development is expanding, most notably 
in the Caspian Sea region, interest in these new markets has brought U.S. 
energy interests into conflict with other powers, most notably the Chinese.  
It is easy to conceive of a return to a system reminiscent of the Cold War 
in which the U.S. and China maneuver around one another to strike deals 
with African governments in order to access their natural resources.  
 With these new strategic interests appearing in the region, it 
appears that Liberia will again become a focal point of American foreign 
policy.  Liberia is the only country that has offered America the use of its 
territory for the location of the new Africom military structure, which 
would serve as the U.S. military’s headquarters for African operations.  
While President Bush insists that the establishment of Africom would be 
used to better help African states train their own militaries and solve their 
own problems, no other African nation has been willing to volunteer its 
territory, amidst concerns of an increased American military presence in the 
region.72  Liberia’s eagerness to reestablish relations with the U.S. may mean 
preferential treatment as long as America’s interests remain unchanged.  
Considering America’s intractable need for oil and the very real need to 
confront the soft power of both national and transnational opponents, 
this may be a good bet by the Liberian government.  In examining the 
history of U.S.-Liberian relations, however, it becomes apparent that both 
countries will have to ensure that the U.S. does not again find itself in the 
situation of either supporting a corrupt and abusive ruler or disengaging 
from the country without regard for the consequences to the Liberian 

people.
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Restricting Rural Urban Migration: 
An Analysis of the Hukou Migration 
System in China
by John Chiosi

Economic growth and urbanization are inseparable in the developing 
world. This correlation exists because economic development involves 
a shift in a nation’s economy from agriculture towards industry and 

services, resulting in greater density of firms and human capital. Along 
with these positive externalities, diseconomies of agglomeration appear in 
high density areas as well, suggesting that there is an optimal level of urban 
concentration, where positive and negative externalities are at equilibrium 
and net urban growth is minimized. This may result in countries using policy 
measures to maximize production efficiency in urban areas by controlling 
urban growth. As suggested by Ades and Glaeser, national policies can have 
a large impact on urban growth through after-tax wage differentials between 
rural and urban areas. A differing theory by Harris and Todaro uses urban 
employment as a factor for rural-urban migration. Applying these theories 
to China, the nation has restricted rural-urban migration to control the 
influx of people into urban areas and prevent over-urbanization. Policy 
measures have had an impact on the trends of urban growth in the country, 
which are particularly noticeable when comparing the periods before and 
after the economic reforms of 1978 that made migration restriction more 
lax. The effect of the hukou system on urban growth ultimately affects the 
urban economy, where undersized urban areas indicate inefficiency in worker 
production and output. Due to the negative effects of migration restriction 
on urban economic productivity, migration restriction practices should 
be stopped by the Chinese government so that cities can operate at their 
maximum production capacity. 

John Chiosi is a senior at Tufts University majoring in Biology.
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Introduction
 Thomas Malthus, in his famous 1798 piece “An Essay on the Principal 
of Population,” argues that population growth, if left unchecked, would far 
exceed the production of food needed to sustain the population.1 This notion 
became a grim reality for the world, which included less food and employment 
per person. While Malthus’ arguments have been heavily criticized since 
then, global population growth rates continue to be of concern. The current 
debate on megacities – metropolitan areas with a population greater than 10 
million people – raises alarms about rapid urbanization in the world and its 
effect on economic growth. A common fear among urban planners is that 
a large influx of migrants into cities may lead to overpopulation at the local 
level and a subsequent scarcity of resources.
 In the developing world, economic growth and urbanization are 
inseparable. This correlation exists because economic development involves 
a shift in a nation’s economy from agriculture towards manufacturing and 
services. Unlike agricultural firms that require large acres of farmland, firms 
in the manufacturing and services sector do not require vast areas of spatial 
allotments to function effectively. Market-driven cities thus result from a 
larger number of firms that are able to occupy the same area of land, leading 
to greater density in a given area. Coinciding with this high firm density, 
these cities also experience an accumulation of human capital through 
national population growth and rural-urban migration. In addition, the 
concentration of industries stems from economies of agglomeration, which  
increase productivity through labor-pooling, knowledge spillovers, and 
sharing of common inputs.2 
 Along with these positive externalities, however, diseconomies of 
agglomeration appear in high density areas as well. Resources are spread thin 
within cities, property prices increase as a result of elevated demand for land, 
and pollution and traffic congestion escalate because of high population 
density. These diseconomies indicate an optimal level of urban concentration, 
where positive and negative externalities are at equilibrium and net urban 
growth is minimized. 
 In the balance between externalities, the urban growth rate indicates 
the extent to which a city can sustain its population. Both over- and under-
concentration in urban areas can be inefficient for economic productivity 
and growth.3 In fact, it has been suggested that real output per worker in 
a city population follows an inverted U-shape function, where output per 
worker is maximized at a particular city size.4 This view has often resulted in 
policy measures attempting to maximize production efficiency in urban areas 
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through population control. Ades and Glaeser have suggested that national 
policies can have a large impact on these agglomerations as well as the rate 
of urban growth in a country.5 This is particularly relevant to China, where 
the central government has devised policies to combat the urbanizing effect 
of a growing economy by slowing the growth of urban areas.6 The central 
government’s hukou system restricts migration by acting as a local form of 
“citizenship”, where only “citizens” of a certain area, as dictated by their 
birth place, can access public goods, housing, and employment in that area.7 

Essentially, a person with a rural hukou cannot legally access public goods 
that are located in an urban area; therefore, rural workers are deterred from 
migrating to urban areas.
 By discouraging migration to urban areas, the restriction policies 
enforced in China are counterintuitive because agglomeration positively 
influences economic efficiency and growth.8,9 Migration restriction is also 
contrary to the theory that migration improves economic efficiency through 
the  reallocation of labor from low-productivity areas to high-productivity 
ones.10 This paper will argue that China’s hukou system, a household 
registration policy scheme intended to limit the mobilization of the Chinese 
people, has slowed the nation’s urbanization rate relative to its industrialization 
rate over the past decades, causing most Chinese cities to be undersized and 
economically inefficient. 
 This paper will first discuss theories of urban migration and apply 
them directly to China through models of urban growth. A discussion of the 
definition of “urban” in China will follow, which has changed on numerous 
occasions over the past decades. The discussion will continue with an overview 
of urban growth trends in China over the past 50 years and progress to the 
hukou system’s impact on the Chinese urban economy through empirical 
analysis. 

Theories on Urban Migration
 Current urban economic literature has provided numerous rural-
urban migration theories. Ades and Glaeser argue that government and 
politics influence the population concentration in urban areas because 
greater proximity to power increases political influence.11 They attribute 
urban migration to two important factors: the level of political stability 
and the level of democracy within a particular country. These two factors 
greatly influence the tax rates in rural and urban areas. The theory suggests 
that more politically unstable governments will lower taxes in cities in order 
to protect themselves from mobs or riots that may form in the central city 



 
59

        
Hemispheres, Vol. 31, 2008

Restricting Rural Urban Migration: An Analysis of the Hukou Migration System in China

and overthrow the government. It also proposes that countries with stronger 
dictatorships will increase taxes in the hinterland because the central 
government exploits wealth from these areas in order to provide resources to 
urban areas where supporting political forces are more robustly established. 
Rural-urban migration thus occurs because of the differential wage rates in 
rural and urban areas after taxes. However, a major caveat in this theory is 
that it focuses on the largest, and more likely the capital city in a particular 
country. This focus may be too narrow for larger countries, such as China, 
which have numerous cities where the capital city containing the political-
stronghold may not be the most economically influential urban area.
 Harris and Todaro claim that rural-urban migration is based on 
differences in expected income between two sectors, rural and urban.12 
However, they stress that urban employment rates act as an equilibrating 
force. In their model, migration into urban areas persists as long as expected 
urban income exceeds expected rural income. Rural-urban migration will 
only stop when the expected wage rates are at equilibrium. That is, when 

expected rural wage rates ( e
rw ) equals expected urban wage rates ( e

uw ):

 e
u

e
r ww =  (1)

 Expected rural wage rates are determined by real rural wage rates ( rw
), which is based on agricultural output:

 r
e
r ww =   (2)

 Expected urban wage rates are determined by real urban wage rates (

uw ), which can be set by the government, and the urban employment rate:
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T
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N
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E

N

N
 is the urban employment rate, which is calculated by proportion 

of the total number of urban workers employed ( EN ) over the total number 

of workers in the urban sector, both employed and unemployed ( TN ). Using 
equations (1) to (3), the expected rural and urban wage rates at equilibrium 
are equal to one another:
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 This model assumes there is no unemployment in the rural/agricultural 
sector and markets are perfectly competitive. Thus, the model suggests that 
rural to urban migration will take place if urban wage expectations exceed 
rural ones:

 
u

T

E
r w

N
N

w ⋅<
 (5)

 In this model, rural-urban migration will increase if (i) urban wages 
rise, (ii) urban unemployment decreases by increasing the proportion of 
employed urban workers to total urban workers through job creation, or (iii) 
rural wages decrease as a result of lower agricultural productivity. As rural-
urban migration rises, the unemployment rate is expected to increase because 
the number of jobs created cannot keep up with the influx of migrants 
into urban areas, which is the key fear of the Chinese government.13 The 
unavailability of urban employment for migrant workers results in urban 
production inefficiency and shifts employment to the urban informal sector, 
which is characterized with little pay, long work hours, and no benefits.14

Applying Urban Migration Models to China
 Like Ades and Glaeser, however, Harris and Todaro fail to adequately 
include certain aspects of the Chinese economy in their model. Wu and 
Yao argue that the Harris-Todaro model for urban migration in developing 
countries provides a solid theoretical framework to analyze the Chinese 
economy, but limitations arise because the model assumes industry is always 
in urban areas and agriculture is always in rural ones. However, Wu and 
Yao observe the rapid growth of township and village enterprises (TVEs), 
which are essentially non-urban industries. TVEs are a key feature of the 
post-reform Chinese economy because they remove labor from the rural 
agricultural sector while not contributing labor to the urban workforce. In 
a revised model for urban migration, Wu and Yao agree with Harris-Todaro 
in that rural-urban migration will increase through urban job creation and 
decreased expected incomes in rural areas. However, they assert that urban 
migration will not necessarily increase with a rise in urban wages because 
it depends on the substitution elasticity of capital for labor. They also add 
that migration increases with greater urban capital input, increased urban 
production, and decreased migration costs.
 Wu and Yao further evaluate the influence of urban employment 
on rural-urban migration under two different economic development 
strategies created by the central Chinese government. Economic reforms in 
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1978 allowed for increased urban migration by shifting China’s development 
strategy from capital-intensive to labor-intensive. As seen in Figure 1, China’s 
capital investments are fixed ( K ) before and after the reforms, but there is 
unlimited labor. Before the economic reforms, industrial development in the 
country was capital-intensive, meaning that there was more capital per unit of 
labor. And since capital was fixed, industrial development followed path OA. 
After the economic reforms, China’s industrial development followed more 
closely to labor-intensive path OB, meaning that there was more labor per 
unit of capital. The figure also indicates that more output can be produced in 
a more labor-intensive development strategy while the level of capital is kept 
constant. By switching to a labor-intensive development strategy, urban areas 
were able to create more output and absorb more labor, which is seen in the 
differences of output and employment before and after the reforms, denoted 
by QB-QA and LB-LA respectively. These results allowed for a relaxation of the 
migration restrictions as the demand for labor increased with the reforms of 
1978.
Figure 1: Effect of industrial structure on employment with fixed capital.15

 

Zhao takes different approach in explaining urban migration, stating that 
non-economic forces also play an important role in migration decisions by 
the rural population.16 He agrees with Wu and Yao in the nonagricultural 
rural sector’s influence in migration, noting that growth in this area has 
declined significantly since the late 1980s. This has resulted in an increased 
number of rural laborers traveling to cities in search of employment. In his 
empirical research, Zhao finds that non-income factors such as gender, age, 
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and marriage status have a significant effect on the propensity to migrate, 
where younger unmarried males are the most likely to migrate from rural to 
urban areas. The availability of rural land also has a significant effect on the 
probability that families will migrate to cities, since land size has a direct 
effect on rural income.
 In his explanation of migration decisions beyond income earnings, 
Zhao finds that a worker’s education level does not affect the probability for 
rural-urban migration in China, meaning there is a lack of incentive for more 
educated rural laborers to migrate. One reason is that rural laborers have 
three employment options: agricultural rural work, nonagricultural rural 
work, and migratory urban work. Zhao’s data suggest that more educated 
rural laborers prefer to work in the nonagricultural rural sector over both 
migratory urban employment and rural agricultural work. This is unexpected 
since his research indicates that rural migrants in urban areas tend to earn 
more than non-migrants. However, the study found major deterrents of 
migration to include concerns by rural workers in family separation and 
urban safety, the negative stigma of rural workers by the urban population, 
and the high cost and low quality of housing in urban areas. Thus, although 
more educated rural workers would earn more by migrating to urban areas, 
the attractiveness of urban jobs is mitigated by hardships associated with the 
central government’s migration restrictions.

The Definition of “Urban” in China
 Chinese national policy has greatly influenced the urbanization 
rate in the country. Urbanization in China is generally measured by the 
urbanization level, which is the proportion of urban population to the total 
population in a region or country. However, the definition of “urban” in 
China has frequently changed since it was first established in 1955, leading 
to inconsistent levels of urbanization in different  population censuses and 
confusion about China’s urban growth trends.17 For example, agricultural 
workers living in designated cities and towns were initially excluded from 
the 1964 national census, thereby underestimating the urban population.18 
Therefore, simply comparing data over time does not accurately reflect urban 
growth trends because of the changing definition of urban in China.
 In addition to comparisons over time, the indicator of urbanization 
has varied considerably depending on the primary sources used for official 
demographic statistics. Various Chinese government agencies use different 
measures to refer to China’s urban population and urbanization level, leading 
to differences in statistics among the sources as seen in Table 1. As a result, 
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the actual level of urbanization in China has been highly debated among 
scholars.
Table 1: China’s Urban Population and Urbanization Level in 1999.19

Source of Statistics
Urban population 

(in millions)
Urbanization Level 

(%)
State Council Population 

Census Office
301 23.91

Ministry of Public Security 919 72.99

State Statistics Bureau 389 30.90

 Liu and Chan evaluate the various national and small survey data 
sets researchers use to make inferences about migration in China, and they 
argue that comparisons need to be made among existing national data 
sets in order to ascertain the overall scope of Chinese migration.20  They 
attribute the difficulty in obtaining consistent data to the complexity of the 
migration process in China as well as bias and errors in the national data. The 
complexity of obtaining official permission to move from one administrative 
unit to another under the country’s hukou system has led many migrants to 
forgo the application process altogether. Thus, the hukou registration data 
does not reliably account for undocumented migration within the country, 
thus underestimating the level of migration within the country. On the 
other hand, national censuses and other surveys account for undocumented 
migrants and may provide more accurate results. 
 To eliminate issues in data incompatibility while approximating 
urbanization levels in China over the past 50 years, I use the urban criteria 
from the most recent population census, as estimated by the State Statistics 
Bureau in Liu et al.21 The urban hierarchy is divided into four levels: 
provincial-level municipalities directly under the jurisdiction of the Central 
government, prefecture-level cities, county-level cities, and towns. These 
towns and cities must be approved or “designated” by the government at the 
provincial or national level and are essential to defining urban areas in China. 
While the Chinese definition of urban has changed over the years, the most 
recent modifications occurred in 1993 and are still in use today.22 The basis 
for an area’s urban designation depends on the non-agricultural population 
density, percentage of urban non-agricultural hukous, level of GDP, and 
percentage of industrial output. It should be noted immigrants who lived in 
cities and towns for more than 6 months but did not have a hukou for that 
urban area were counted in the local urban population for the 2000 census.
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Urban Growth Trends in China, 1949-1999
 Using the criteria based on the 2000 census definition, Figure 2 
shows the trends for urban population growth in China from 1949 to 1999 
as adapted from Liu et al.23 The growth of urban population in millions 
of people is determined by both the number of rural-urban migrants and 
the natural urban population growth. China has experienced five important 
shifts in urban growth rates since World War II as a direct result of national 
policy initiatives set by the central government (Table 2). Over these five 
decades, the urban population grew from 57.65 million to 388.992 million 
people.24 However, urban growth was not consistent during this time span 
and stratifying the data into periods of urban growth and decline that were 
dictated by national policy shows a more detailed and accurate picture of 
urbanization in China.
Figure 2: Historical Trends of Urban Population Growth, 1949-1999.5

Adapted from Liu et al.

Table 2: Historical periods in China’s urbanization process, 1949-1999.26

Period

Annual growth of urban populations (million)
Annual 
growth 
rate of 
urban 

level %

Annual 
growth in 
number 
of cities

Total Natural growth
Rural-urban 
migration

Number % Number % Number %

I.1949-1957 5.23 100 2.79 53.30 2.44 46.70 0.59 5.50

II. 1958-1960 10.41 100 2.16 20.70 8.26 79.30 1.45 7.69

III. 
1961-1965

-0.06 100 2.95 - -3.01 - -0.35 -6.20

IV. 
1966-1977

3.00 100 1.90 63.41 1.10 36.59 -0.05 1.82

V. 1978-1999 9.80 100 2.68 27.31 7.13 72.69 0.58 20.83
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Table adapted from Liu et al.

 The first period of urbanization growth in China occurred after the 
Japanese invasion in WWII and the subsequent Civil War between Nationalist 
and Communist parties. The “Rehabilitation” and “First Five-year Plan” eras 
occurred from 1949 to 1957, a time when the central government focused 
on rebuilding the country and lifting its population out of hunger and 
poverty.28 On the eve of the establishment of the People’s Republic of China 
in 1949, the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference drafted a 
constitution asserting that “the people of the People’s Republic of China shall 
have freedom of…moving from one place to another”.29 With free migration, 
urban unemployment increased as wartime refugees moved into large cities.30 
Many cities reacted by enticing voluntary relocation to rural areas through 
the provision of land and state subsidies.31 The state went further and set up 
an urban migration tracking program, a precursor to the forthcoming hukou 
system. 
 China began its “First Five-year Plan” in the early 1950s to encourage 
capital-intensive industrial expansion in cities. This development strategy 
set the stage for two dichotomous opinions on urbanization by the Central 
government: one that provoked worker migration to urban areas in support 
of industrial growth, and one that encouraged migration to the countryside 
in fear of exacerbating urban unemployment. Urban industrialization 
ultimately prevailed, and the average annual urban population grew by 5.23 
million people. However, this growth was primarily caused by natural growth 
in urban areas as opposed to rural-urban migration. The growth in the urban 
labor force superseded the growth of industry at this time, resulting in the 
central government’s enforcement of rural-urban migration restrictions.32

 Migration did not play an influential role in urban growth until the 
“Great Leap Forward” (1958-1960). In these three years, a great influx of 
rural-urban migrants ensued, accounting for 79.30% of the average annual 
growth of the urban population. Migration escalated in this time because 
national policy continued to encourage industrial growth in urban areas 
and relaxed their control over labor recruitment.33 The annual growth rate 
of the urbanization level grew by more than twice that of the last period 
from 0.59% to 1.45%, and the influx of migrants into cities increased to 3.4 
times that of the previous era. Roughly 7.69 new cities formed annually in 
this time as well. Consequently, the rapid over-urbanization of cities caused 
shortages in agricultural labor and the amount of grain available to the urban 
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population.34

 Following the “Great Leap Forward,” the central government led 
China through its first period of anti-urbanization in the second half of 
the twentieth century. The policies set in this time raised the criteria for 
“designated cities” and “designated towns,” which decreased the number of 
cities at a rate of 6.20 per year. It was also estimated that 26 million of the 
urban population lost their jobs and most were deported to rural areas.35 
While the natural population annually grew in this period, the deportation 
of urban population to the countryside was greater, leading to an overall 
urban decrease of 60,000 people per year. This decrease in population peaked 
in 1965, when more than 10 million of the urban population relocated to 
the rural region. The level of urbanization decreased annually by 0.35% as 
well.
 A second period of anti-urbanization in China came about with 
the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1977. National 
policy stringently restricted migration to urban areas in this time. Moreover, 
an urban exodus resulted from the central government’s attempts at 
rustification, which encouraged intellectuals and urban youths to relocate 
to rural areas in order to maintain social stability and lessen the problems of 
urban unemployment.36,37 As a result of these anti-urbanization policies the 
urban growth during this time resulted from natural growth. China grew 
at an annual rate of 1.82 cities while the urbanization level of the country 
decreased at 0.05% per year. The growth urban population growth did not 
vary much in this time, which differed from the trends in urban growth 
witnessed in the first anti-urbanization period. 
 1978 marked the start of the fifth and final period of urban growth 
trends, which resulted from China’s economic reforms and the adoption of 
an open-door policy that led to looser migration restrictions.38 Since then, 
China has seen a revival of urban growth that was comparable to its first 
period of urban growth. However, unlike the initial period, cities formed 
at a higher rate at 20.83 new cities per year. Rural-urban migration played 
a larger role in the annual growth of the urban population during this time 
period as well. 
 China’s current urbanization level is approximately 40.4% from a 
2005 estimate, which is 3.1 times greater than the level in 1950 at 13.0%.39 
Furthermore, the urbanization level in the 21st century has grown at an 
average annual rate of 0.616%, an increase from the two prior decades.40 
China has allowed for more free rural-urban migration since 1978 by easing 
hukou restrictions, which indicates the economic and social progress made 
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by the central government. However, with the possibility of a large influx 
of immigrants into the cities, rapid urbanization raises concerns with social 
stability, urban unemployment, and housing and infrastructure conditions 
in urban China.41,42 Consequently, the hukou system of housing registration 
is still an important policy tool used by the central government to restrict 
internal migration.

Empirical Modeling of Hukou Migration Restrictions and the Urban 
Economy

Figure 3: Income level and urbanization.45

 The migration restrictions of the hukou system have had a major 
impact on the urban economy by constricting the rate of urbanization in 
China. Chang and Brada use a semi-logarithmic regression model that has 
been consistently utilized by scholars to characterize the relationship between 
urbanization and development measured by income per capita,43

 ( ) tititi ,,10, GDPpclnURBANPOP εαα ++=  (6)

where URBANPOP is the percent of the total population living in an urban 
area and GDPpc is the GDP per capita measured at purchasing power parity. 
Subscripts i and t represent the ith country in year t. The α  represents the 
estimated coefficients and ε  is the error term. The natural log of the GDP per 
capita reveals a positive linear relationship with urban population. Compared 
to the estimated linear regression model in the empirical research of Chang 
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and Brada seen in Figure 3, China’s rate of urbanization in the post-reform 
era has been slower compared to that of the rest of the world. In fact, the gap 
between the predicted level of urbanization based in its GDP per capita and 
the actual rate of urbanization has steadily increased since 1978.44 China’s 
GDP per capita predicts a higher level of urbanization than the actual rate, 
which indicates that urbanization is being restricted in some manner. Rural-
urban migration restriction induced by the hukou system is the most evident 
cause of lower urbanization rates.
 Evidence indicates that Chinese cities are undersized as a result of 
migration restriction.46,47,48 Au and Henderson suggest that output per worker 
is maximized at an optimal city population or employment size.49 In China, 
they find that spatial agglomeration is insufficient and that many county 
cities and TVEs are all undersized because urban labor forces do not reach 
their full capacity. As seen in Figure 1, increased labor leads to increased 
output in urban areas when China is not operating at its maximum labor 
capacity. Economic loss attributed to the lack of maximum efficiency has 
thus been substantial in the country. Au and Henderson note that doubling 
the size of many rural industrial or urban agglomerations in a controlled 
manner would greatly increase the national output. 
 In further empirical research they note that significantly undersized 
cities bear a higher cost.50 Essentially, the further a city deviates from the 
point at which output per worker is maximized, the city will experience a 
larger loss in welfare. Au and Henderson find that 51%-63% of the 205 
cities in their sample were significantly undersized, meaning that the cities 
were to the left of the lower confidence limit of a 95% confidence interval, 
compared to 1%-6% of the sampled cities that were significantly oversized. 
The effect of city size on productivity was measured via the loss of city welfare 
that results from operating away from their maximum output per worker 
level. For their sample, the median was 17% welfare loss while the mean was 
at 30% loss. This suggests that there is a higher concentration of cities that 
operate below 17% welfare loss. For 10% of cities, welfare loss was calculated 
around 69%. Although this data includes welfare loss from oversized cities, 
the fact that most of China’s cities are undersized implies that most of the 
welfare loss is caused by undersized cities. Thus, restricting migration has a 
direct negative impact on the urban economy by not allowing cities to attain 
maximum labor efficiency.

Conclusion
 Empirical evidence indicates that migration restriction negatively 
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impacts urban productivity and labor efficiency in urban China. Although 
rural-urban restrictions have eased since the 1978 economic reforms, the 
continuation of the hukou policy has significantly affected the country’s rate 
of urbanization. According to the evidence presented in this paper, internal 
migration allows cities to operate more efficiently by increasing the labor 
force, which can increase worker output. This is based on a key theory in 
migration economics: labor flows from low to high areas of productivity to 
maximize efficiency. 
 A major reason for enforcing the hukou policy in China is the fear 
of rising urban unemployment. However, under the empirical economic 
models discussed in this paper, urban unemployment is correlated with 
migration, but is not necessarily caused by it. Increasing the urban labor force 
has increased output in China, as seen in the economic effects of the post-
reform era. Therefore, restricting urban migration will not necessarily control 
urban unemployment, especially since there are other factors to consider. 
These reasons include wage differentials between rural and urban areas, the 
demand for industrial labor produced by the county’s development strategy, 
and the availability of rural land. Through these other factors, the Chinese 
government can find alternative policy measures by either providing incentives 
for workers to remain in rural areas or encouraging more labor-intensive 
industrial planning in urban areas. The rise in the rural industry sector may 
also be more effective in curbing migration into urban areas, especially with 
the damaging consequences of migration restriction on the Chinese urban 
economy. Given that the hukou system harms the urban economy, it should 
be discontinued as a measure to control urban unemployment.

Endnotes
1  Malthus, T.R., 1798. An Essay on the Principle of Population. London: J. 
Johnson.
2  Marshall, A., 1890. Principles of Economics. London: MacMillan.
3  Henderson, V., 2000. How urban concentration affects economic growth. World 
Bank Policy Working Paper No. 2326.
4  Au, C.C., and V. Henderson, 2002. How migration restrictions limit 
agglomeration and productivity in China. NBER Working Paper No. 8707.
5  Ades, A.F., and E.L. Glaeser, 1995. Trading and circuses: explaining urban 
giants. Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 110, Issue 1, 195-227.
6  Lin, G.C., 2002. The growth and structural change of Chinese cities: a 
contextual and geographic analysis. Cities Vol. 19, No. 5, 299-316.
7  Au and Henderson 2002, op cit.
8  Black, D. and V. Henderson, 1999. A Theory of Urban Growth. J. of Political 



 
70                Hemispheres, Vol. 31, 2008

John Chiosi

Economy Vol. 107, No. 2, 252-284.
9  Henderson 2000, op cit.
10  Zhao, Y. 1999. Labor Migrations and Earnings Differences: The Case of Rural 
China. Economic Development and Cultural Change Vol. 47: 768-782.
11  Ades and Glaeser, op cit. 
12  Harris, J.R., and M.P. Todaro, 1970. Migration, unemployment and 
development: a two sector analysis. The American Economic Review, Vol. 60, No. 1,  
126-142.
13  Chan, K.W., and L. Zhang, 1999. The Hukou System and Rural-Urban 
Migration in China: Processes and Changes. The China Quarterly 160, 818-855.
14  Zhu, N. 2002. The impacts of income gaps on immigration decisions in China. 
China Economic Review Vol. 13: 213-230.
15  Wu and Yao, op cit.
16  Zhao, Y. 1999. Labor Migrations and Earnings Differences: The Case of Rural 
China. Economics Development and Cultural Change Vol. 47: 768-782.
17  Yixing, Z., and L.J. Ma, 2003. China’s urbanization levels: reconstructing a 
baseline from the fifth population census. The China Quarterly Vol. 173: 176-196
18  Liu, S., Li, X., Zhang, M., 2003. Scenario Analysis on Urbanization and 
Rural–Urban Migration in China. Interim Report, IR-03-036, International Institute of 
Applied Systems Analysis, Laxenburg, Austria.
19  Ibid.
20  Liu, T. and K.W. Chan. 2001.National Statistics on Internal Migration in 
China: Comparability Problems. China Information 2001 Vol. 15: 75-113.
21  Liu et al., op cit.
22  Zhang, L., and S.X. Zhao, 1998. Re-examining China’s “urban” concept and the 
level of urbanization. The China Quarterly 154, 330-381.
23  Ibid.
24  Liu et al., op cit.
25  Liu et al., op cit.
26  Ibid.
27  This was China’s first period of anti-urbanization where many urban workers 
were deported to rural areas and the criteria for a city was altered, leading to a decrease in 
the number of cities.
28  Wu and Yao, op cit.
29  Selden, M. The People’s Republic of China. A Documentary History of 
Revolutionary China (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1979), p. 188.
30  Cheng, T., and M. Selden, 1994. The origins and social consequences of China’s 
hukou system. The China Quarterly 139, 644-668.
31  Ibid.
32  Wu and Yao, op cit.
33  Peng, X., 1987. Demographic consequences of the great leap forward in China’s 
provinces. Population and Development Review Vol. 13, No. 4, 639-670.
34  Ibid.
35  Wu and Yao, op cit.
36  Chan, K.W. and X. Xu, 1985. Urban population growth and urbanization since 
1949: reconstructing a baseline. The China Quarterly No. 104, 583-613.



 
71

        
Hemispheres, Vol. 31, 2008

Restricting Rural Urban Migration: An Analysis of the Hukou Migration System in China

37  Liu et al., op cit.
38  Shen J., 2000, Chinese urbanization and urban policy, in: Lau C. M. and Shen 
J. (eds), China Review 2000, pp. 455-480. Chinese University Press, Hong Kong.
39  China: Demographic Profile, 1950-2030. Population Division of the 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, World 
Population Prospects: The 2004 Revision and World Urbanization Prospects: The 2005 
Revision. Online. Accessed 12 November 2007. < http://esa.un.org/unup >.
40  Ibid.
41  Shen, op cit.
42  Zhao, op cit.
43  Chang, G.H. and J.C. Brada. 2006. The Paradox of China’s growing under-
urbanization. Economic Systems Vol. 30: 24-40.
44  Ibid.
45  Chang and Brada, op cit.
46  Au and Henderson 2002, op cit. 
47  Au, C.C., and V. Henderson, 2005. Are Chinese cities too small? Review of 
Economic Studies 73: 549-576.
48  Henderson, J.V., 2005. Growth of China’s medium-size cities. Brookings-
Wharton Papers on Urban Affairs, 264-303
49  Au and Henderson 2002, op cit.
50  Au and Henderson 2005, op cit.



 
72                Hemispheres, Vol. 31, 2008

John Chiosi

Bibliography

Ades, A.F., and E.L. Glaeser, 1995. Trading and circuses: explaining urban 
giants. Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 110, Issue 1, 195-227.

Au, C.C., and V. Henderson, 2002. How migration restrictions limit 
agglomeration and productivity in China. NBER Working Paper No. 8707.

Au, C.C., and V. Henderson, 2005. Are Chinese cities too small? Review of 
Economic Studies 73: 549-576.

Black, D. and V. Henderson, 1999. A Theory of Urban Growth. J. of 
Political Economy Vol. 107, No. 2, 252-284.

Chan, K.W., and L. Zhang, 1999. The Hukou System and Rural-Urban 
Migration in China: Processes and Changes. The China Quarterly 160, 
818-855.

Chan, K.W. and X. Xu, 1985. Urban population growth and urbanization 
since 1949: reconstructing a baseline. The China Quarterly No. 104, 
583-613.

Cheng, T., and M. Selden, 1994. The origins and social consequences of 
China’s hukou system. The China Quarterly 139, 644-668.

China: Demographic Profile, 1950-2030. Population Division of the 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations 
Secretariat, World Population Prospects: The 2004 Revision and World 
Urbanization Prospects: The 2005 Revision. Online. Accessed 12 
November 2007. <http://esa.un.org/unup>.

Henderson, V., 2000. How urban concentration affects economic growth. 
World Bank Policy Working Paper No. 2326.

Henderson, J.V., 2005. Growth of China’s medium-size cities. Brookings-
Wharton Papers on Urban Affairs, 264-303

Harris, J.R., and M.P. Todaro, 1970. Migration, unemployment and 
development: a two sector analysis. The American Economic Review, Vol. 



 
73

        
Hemispheres, Vol. 31, 2008

Restricting Rural Urban Migration: An Analysis of the Hukou Migration System in China

60, No. 1,  126-142.

Lin, G.C., 2002. The growth an structural change of Chinese cities: a 
contextual and geographic analysis. Cities Vol. 19, No. 5, 299-316.

Liu, S., Li, X., Zhang, M., 2003. Scenario Analysis on Urbanization 
and Rural–Urban Migration in China. Interim Report, IR-03-036, 
International Institute of Applied Systems Analysis, Laxenburg, Austria.

Lia, T., and K.W. Chan, 2001. National statistics on internal migration 
in China: comparability problems. China Information Vol. 15, No. 2:  
75-113.

Marshall, A., 1890. Principles of Economics (London: MacMillan).

Peng, X., 1987. Demographic consequences of the great leap forward in 
China’s provinces. Population and Development Review Vol. 13, No. 4, 
639-670.

Selden, M. The People’s Republic of China. A Documentary History of 
Revolutionary China (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1979), p. 188.

Shen J., 2000, Chinese urbanization and urban policy, in: Lau C. M. and 
Shen J. (eds), China Review 2000, pp. 455-480. Chinese University Press, 
Hong Kong. 

Wu, Z., and S. Yao, 2003. Intermigration and intramigration in China: 
a theoretical and empirical analysis. China Economic Review Vol. 14: 
371-385.

Yixing, Z., and L. J. Ma, 2003. China’s urbanization levels: reconstructing 
a baseline from the fifth population census. The China Quarterly Vol. 173: 
176-196

Zhang, L., and S.X. Zhao, 1998. Re-examining China’s “urban” concept 
and the level of urbanization. The China Quarterly 154, 330-381.



 
74                Hemispheres, Vol. 31, 2008

Darren Thies

The Roots of Racism in the German 
Football Stadium
by Darren Thies

Prior to the 2006 World Cup, the Africa Council issued a “No Go” 
guide in which people of darker skin were warned to avoid areas of 
eastern Berlin and surrounding villages in Brandenburg, Germany for 

fear that they might not leave with their lives.  While this statement was 
criticized by German officials as being a gross exaggeration of the threat faced 
by foreign-looking people in Germany today, its general message that the 
potential for violence toward dark-skinned people is dangerously high is not 
unfounded. While the World Cup passed without incident, the continuation 
of racially motivated abuse in German football this fall season, including 
monkey chants directed at the national team’s black player Gerald Asamoah 
in a first division match against Hansa Rostock, has shown that the disdain 
for foreigners is still alive and well in German football and society.
 European football or “soccer” has been confronting belligerent fan 
behavior known as “hooliganism” for at least three decades.  The racially 
motivated and often extreme right-wing nature of hooliganism in recent years 
is a cause for concern as it reveals a growing trend in European society.  Types 
of abuse experienced by players include racial chants and banners, individual 
insults and heckling, the singing of Nazi songs, anti-Semitic allusions to the 
gas chambers, the throwing of banana peels or bananas at black players, and 
other dehumanizing behavior such as chanting ‘ou, ou, ou, ou’ to imitate the 
sound of a monkey or spitting on players and addressing them with racial 
slurs.  
 Germany is of particular interest since it now straddles the old Iron 
Curtain which separated Europe between politically and economically liberal 
republics and the centrally planned authoritarian states of the Soviet Bloc.  
The severity of racially motivated abuse in the football stadium appears 
to be higher in Eastern Europe and other countries where authoritarian 
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governments held sway.  This principle is reflected in Germany where 
the amount of extremist violence in society and the degree to which this 
is expressed in the football stadium is greatest in the former states of the 
German Democratic Republic (GDR), or “East Germany”.  In addition to 
this dynamic, Germany receives more immigrants than any other nation in 
Western Europe, with an increase in the foreign population during the 1990s 
from 4.5 million to 7.3 million.1

 Anti-foreigner sentiment has grown among the general public and 
has been reflected in mainstream politics to some degree, but with the tight 
restrictions on activities related to National Socialism, extreme right views are 
rarely expressed in society.  Some claim that “The soccer stadium in Europe 
has become a communal soapbox, one of the few remaining public spaces 
where spectators can be outrageous and where political correctness does not 
exist and is even discouraged.”2  In Germany, major actions have been taken 
to muffle the racial tendencies of this “communal soapbox,” yet the policy 
of punishing fans, clubs, and leagues for racial abuse fails to address the 
underlying societal problems that have created the current situation.  Theo 
Zwanziger, the current President of Germany’s professional football league, 
the DFB (Deutsche Fussball-Bund), has said that “What happens in soccer 
is fundamentally a mirror image of developments in society at large.”3  Using 
this statement by the Bundesliga (DFB) President, which is supported by 
many sociologists, it can be asserted that the current form of racially centered 
hooliganism in German football is partly a product of problems within 
German society.  The relation is not limited to Germany’s problems however, 
but encompasses a spectrum of issues relating to globalization and national 
identity. 
 The following essay will attempt to uncover the roots of xenophobic, 
racist, nativist, and generally right-wing sentiments in the football stadium by 
showing a strong correlation to events in German society both chronologically 
and geographically, by highlighting the problems within institutions of 
European football, and by closely examining the idea of identity, particularly 
regarding the difficulty Germans have with accepting other nationalities and 
races as part of German society and German football.  

Definition of Terms
 Racism is a belief that there are more or less static differences between 
races and that some races are inherently better or worse than others.  While 
this is the official definition, the term is often used more loosely to apply to 
any negative dialogue that contains a racial component.  Racialism is a belief 
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that there are differences between races but these differences cannot classify 
a race as qualitatively superior or inferior.   Xenophobia, on the other hand, 
is simply the fear of foreigners, which is rather vague and evokes different 
images for some people.  Finally, nativism is a set of values and beliefs that 
seek to protect the interests of longer-term members of a nation against newer 
arrivals, i.e. immigrants.  
 While nativism most accurately describes the situation in Germany, 
much anti-foreigner resentment is still primitive, and is more closely linked to 
the emotional fear present in xenophobia or the ranking of racial differences 
expressed in racism.  Legge considers the German case to be one of “ethnic 
chauvinism,” which seems like racism in its belief in the “exclusivity and 
superiority of the German people.”4  In a study of right-wing extremists 
in Germany, another scholar states that “If one were to find a common 
ideological core among them it would be less xenophobia than nationalism, 
in the sense of in-group favoritism.”5  Since the German state was conceived 
along ethnic lines, there exists a greater overlap between nationalism and 
racism than in a place such as the United States.  What happens at football 
matches is not easily assigned to only one of these categories.  The following 
will examine the causes behind each of these elements and to what extent the 
actions within the stadium are indicative of genuine sentiments in society.  

Globalization of Football
 European football has undergone tremendous changes in the past 25 
years, leading to anxiety and resentment among many fans.  The changes to 
European and German football are closely tied to European integration, the 
liberalization of markets, and the overarching process of globalization.  When 
the Bundesliga was formed in 1963, there were only 5 players of a foreign 
nationality playing in the league.  By the 2004-2005 season there were 247 
foreign players in the first division, making up 48 percent of the total 519 
players.6  As late as the 1992-1993 Season, the league was composed of 82.7% 
German-born players.7  The bigger clubs were not allowed any foreigners 
until the late 1970s when the European Commission decided to allow two 
foreign players to be fielded for a club in a European competition.8  Starting 
in 1992, the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) decided to 
allow teams to field 3 foreign players and 2 ‘naturalized’ foreign players who 
had played in the national league for 5 years.9  
 Subsequently, this so-called ‘3+2’ rule was superseded by the 
notorious Bosman ruling in 1995, which is basically equivalent to America’s 
‘free agency’ laws that allow professional players to market themselves to other 
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clubs when their contracts were up.  The Bosman ruling meant that players 
were free to move across international borders.  While teams were still limited 
to only three players from other continents, the Bosman ruling effectively set 
off a great exodus from the smaller clubs in Europe that had developed the 
players to larger clubs that could compete with the inflating wage demands.  
While this rule only applied to EU nations, the president of the DFB at the 
time Gerhard Mayer-Varfelder extended this ruling to all 51 UEFA member 
countries.  He would later say “I now believe that this decision was wrong…
How can we expect young German forwards to develop in the Bundesliga, if 
seventy percent of all forwards are foreign-born.  And it is not true that the 
best players will always prevail.”10  This alludes to one of the main grievances 
of modern football fans, and it shows the unpopularity of Bosman and the 
liberalization of player markets over the past 25 years.
 The changing composition of professional football teams is probably 
the most visible result of market liberalization, but financial instability has 
also increased during this period.  The Maastricht Treaty that created the 
European Union in 1992 liberalized economic exchange between member 
countries much like Bosman did with player mobility.  “‘Maastricht leads to 
an obliteration of what is left of the Keynesian legacy’…and [the Bosman] 
ruling constituted the end of Keynesian arrangements in football.”11  The story 
of Keynesian regulated markets giving way to neoliberal laissez-faire markets 
is one repeated ad nauseam around the world since the era of Thatcher and 
Reagan, and the results in European Football provide an excellent example of 
its multi-faceted effects.  Wages have become greatly inflated since talented 
players are no longer confined to the clubs that trained them and initially 
signed them, “In Germany, the average expenditure per year has risen by 
more than 500 percent since 1990.”12  This has disproportionately hurt 
smaller clubs and created a hugely unbalanced level of competition, which 
perpetuates inequality by allowing already successful teams to buy more 
success. 
 Further adding to the economic stratification of football clubs, 
television broadcast rights for the Bundesliga have been sold to media groups 
for ever increasing amounts since 1982.  The situation in Germany is largely 
one of collective bargaining in which the proceeds for broadcast rights are 
distributed at the league level, yet there is still a considerable difference 
between what the larger and more successful clubs earn from a single televised 
match and what the less appealing teams will earn.  This has created such 
inequality that some national leagues in Europe are virtually uncontested, 
or there are only a few teams in the first divisions who have a legitimate 
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chance at winning the league each year.  In Germany, Bayern Munich has 
become the most hated club for its apparently financially-driven dominance.  
Naturally, this has generated resentment among fans, players, managers, and 
owners of clubs that were not at the leading edge of this economic shift in 
football and are now becoming obsolete.  The nature and identity associated 
with the game have been fundamentally transformed by these changes.  The 
rising cost of signing top players has translated into a similar increase in 
ticket prices.  As a result, “the first division of the Bundesliga has become 
a big family event where upper-class mums and dads show off their well-
educated kids who happily wear their Bayern Munich, Dortmund or even 
Manchester United shirts as they watch games.”13  This gentrification of 
the top level football grounds bitterly reminds working-class fans of their 
economic marginalization by excluding them from seeing the clubs they have 
followed and identified with for decades.  
 The empowerment of players at the expense of clubs has made football 
a “game of personalities” in which fans can only identify with individual 
players due to the impractical idea of a relatively stable team composition and 
playing style.14  It is difficult to assign certain personalities to a team as a whole 
since a large number of talented players who lack club loyalty get reshuffled 
to different clubs each season.  The incredible wealth of top players has also 
reduced the ability of working class fans to relate to their heroes.  These two 
forces are threatening to the German game, which especially identifies itself 
with the working class, comradeship, and an army-like mentality that has 
no room for individuality.  These traits are central to the identity of some 
German football fans: 

“In a society such as Germany, people want to be able to recognize their own familiar 
forms of play in their favorite game.  They want to see their own ideas – their 
conceptions of virtue and the typical national style of action – put to the test against 
other national teams on the football field.  Germans expect self-sacrifice from their 
national team, discipline, industriousness, team orientation, masculine toughness 
and belligerence; they want their players to fight against impending defeat until the 
final whistle…success in football is seen as proof that the national mythology is alive 
and well.”15

This quote is referring to the national team specifically, but fans expect 
“German” club teams to embody similar values.  The German style has been 
described as ruthlessly efficient, unexciting, reliable, machine-like, diligent, 
and personifying the German ideals of order, punctuality, and discipline.  
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These values are especially relevant to the working class, who are increasingly 
alienated by the high class nature of the new fan base and the cosmopolitan, 
artistic, and individualistic emphasis of the current game. 

Societal Problems
 Globalization of European football is probably the most immediate 
cause for anger, anxiety, and resentment amongst German fans, but other 
consequences of globalization have threatened the very economic security 
and identities of these fans in their lives outside the stadium.  “The football 
ground became an important site at which racial discrimination has been 
publicly expressed primarily because a large section of football fans consists of 
those groups of young, white men who have been threatened by post-Fordist 
liberalization.”16  The dissolution of the state-run economy in the GDR and 
the gradual dismantling of the Keynesian state started by Helmut Kohl in 
West Germany has provided economic opportunities for some, but left a 
growing number floundering in the wake of economic modernization.  This 
threat is very real in Germany where unemployment reached 5 million in 
2005, the highest in West Germany since World War II.17  The situation in the 
former East Germany is even worse since reunification, with unemployment 
rates floating between the high teens and lower twenties in all states.18  The 
presence of a large immigrant population in Germany, many of whom are 
unemployed, has provided insecure Germans with a convenient target for 
hatred and abuse stemming from their marginalized position.  This has led to 
the rise of extremist parties which take an anti-immigrant and anti-foreigner 
stance by blending racism, nationalism, nativism, and anti-globalization 
oriented views into their aggressive platforms.  The degree that this hatred 
is the result of economics or some kind of bigotry is explored more later on, 
but it is sufficient to say that in society as well as in the stadium, foreigners 
are increasingly being blamed and targeted for the unwanted changes being 
forced upon the lower classes in Germany.

Footballers as Immigrants
 Some who argue in support of open immigration policy suggest 
that foreigners take the jobs that ‘native’ residents do not want or refuse 
to do.  Many also dismiss the notion that there are a finite number of jobs 
in a country, suggesting that an immigrant does not take the job a ‘native’ 
would normally perform.19  Both of these arguments are inaccurate in the 
case of professional football players immigrating to Germany for short-term 
contracts.  Some might argue that the “immigrants” who play on German 
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professional teams are not really immigrants since they generally have no 
intention of settling or moving their family to the host country permanently.  
This would be a narrower definition of immigration than most academics in 
the field use.  Peter Stalker describes five categories of immigrants, only one 
of which implies permanent settlement.  Footballers would fall into either 
the category of “professionals” or “contract workers” and pose a clear and 
acute threat to footballers from the host nation.  The number of teams in 
the first two divisions of the German professional league are fixed and the 
number of players each team can roster is also capped so the “lump of labor 
fallacy” is not a fallacy in this instance.  Furthermore, the “jobs” that these 
foreign contract workers take are some of the most desirable and sought after 
in society as they have the ability to bring people prestige, wealth, and power 
for playing a game that they theoretically love.
 The economic quagmire that followed the dissolution of the German 
Democratic Republic has made the problem especially pronounced in the 
east: 

“Formally a model of good youth football, the East German clubs no longer produce any 
talented players…In order to survive in the short term, they buy mediocre but experienced 
foreign players rather than take the risk of training and fielding their own youngsters.  It 
was no surprise that the first Bundesliga team to field not one single German player in 
a Bundesliga match was Energie Cottbus (against VfL Wolfsburg in April 2001).  It was 
another four years before this happened in the English Premier League.”20

 The dominance of professional football teams by players from cheaper 
markets is coupled with the neglect or inability to develop young talent, 
lamented earlier by the former DFB president Gerhard Mayer-Varfelder.  
Many East German athletes went west after reunification leaving the region 
drained of the finest athletic talent it had developed during the Soviet years, 
“Only a tiny minority of football, handball or ice-hockey players in East 
Germany are native East Germans.”21  East Germans tend to put more 
emphasis on sports as an emblem of identity and pride, so when they are 
increasingly underrepresented in their favorite sport and unable to move up 
to the higher leagues, their economic fears are exacerbated and transformed 
into an ugly form of racism in both the stadium and society.22

German Nationalism
 There is a diminishing opportunity for German athletes to play in 
the local professional leagues and for fans to watch teams composed of their 
countrymen. The economic gentrification of upper-level sporting events and 
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the economic marginalization of those who used to attend them have created 
an economic and institutional basis for hatred of the foreigner who has 
become a symbol and scapegoat for these processes.  In Germany, however, 
there is an added variable that is not inherently economic in nature:

“The threat that right-wing ideology and anti-foreign sentiment may reveal is that 
the foreign population constitutes a barrier to those who advocate a strong German 
nationalism.  Thus, it may not be fear of unemployment or low income that bothers 
many Germans as much as concern for the solidarity and composition of the new 
German state.”23 

 The idea of German nationalism, first put forth by Herder, Fichte, 
and Schelling, was defined in ethnic terms and, “Since ethnic affiliation is 
acquired by birth, that is, by blood, ethnic nationalism is inherently racist.”24  
The pan-German nationalism that arose after the invasion by Napoleon was 
consolidated during the First Reich and taken further during the National 
Socialism era, retaining its centrality to the present day as ethnic Germans 
are subject to much easier citizenship laws than immigrants from other 
ethnic backgrounds.  The emphasis on blood relations is coupled by the 
German cultural self-conception which derives from the military values that 
characterized the early days of the Prussian state.  The traits of discipline, 
persistence, punctuality, order, and comradeship mentioned earlier are 
identifiers for the German people, and for some scholars help explain why 
“Germans get along with each other, and not with members of other nations.”25  
For instance, the prevalence of Turkish immigrants in Germany who are not 
closely related to Germans in ethnic terms and are even more distant in 
some aspects of culture and football values has become an ideological threat 
to Germans in addition to a perceived economic threat.  This juxtaposition 
of different ethnic and cultural minorities within Germany has produced 
a heightened defensive posture for Germans who want to defend what is 
“German” about them, and the fear of dilution by some foreigner groups has 
become generalized into a fear of all outsiders.  

Turks in German Football
 Knowing that Turks are the largest minority group within Germany 
and that there have been serious waves of right-wing racism and xenophobia 
within football stadiums in Germany, one would assume that the brunt of 
these attacks are directed at Turkish players.  While there have been serious 
incidents of racism directed at Turkish players and fans, the relative absence 
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of this minority group in the stadium prevents anti-Turkish heckling from 
occurring regularly.  The reason for this absence rests mostly in the self-
segregation of Turkish athletes into ethnically homogeneous football clubs 
and their preference to play ‘back home’ in Turkey’s professional leagues.  
A study of 3 cities found that 1/3 of all Turkish footballers in Germany 
were playing on ethnically Turkish club teams, and the percentage rose in 
all three cities from 1985 to 1997.26  A survey in 1983 found that over 40 
percent of Turkish players would prefer a single-ethnicity team.  In this same 
year there were 3,123 such sports clubs in existence.27  The style of football 
that Turks tend to revere most is the fluid and innovative Brazilian style 
which is basically the antithesis of the German style since it emphasizes the 
individual’s creativity and artistic free flowing maneuvers.  Naturally, some 
find this style to be culturally foreign, and the desire among Turks to not 
adopt German styles and form their own clubs is seen to be “in the eyes of 
many Germans…a sign of de-integration.”28 
 Another factor that causes concern for Germans who value cultural 
uniformity is that the vast majority of Turkish immigrants prefer to root for 
Turkish professional teams.  One survey of Turks living in the German state 
of North Rhine-Westphalia showed that the highest percentage of support for 
an actual “German” team was 4.3% for Schalke 04 with Turkish clubs such as 
Galatasaray, Fernerbahce, and Besiktas attracting the greatest support.29  The 
seeming lack of desire for Turks to integrate into German football culture 
has stressed tensions and added an ideological and national aspect to the 
economic anxiety engendered by unemployment.  

Neo-Nazi and Extremist Influence in German Football
 Cultural distance helps turn economic complaints into ideological 
struggles in which extremist factions such as Neo-Nazis can use German 
nationalism to rally people behind violent and destructive causes.  Interviews 
of right-wingers in organizations such as the Young Liberty reveal a strong 
emphasis on cultural identity and preservation:

“My intention is to contribute a bit to the preservation of identity, namely both 
my personal identity and that of the people I belong to, the Germans in this 
case.  And there I partly assess that this identity is enormously threatened by the 
development towards a multicultural society…at that time when he [the foreigner/
stranger] forms the majority, at that moment my identity, the identity of my people, 
is threatened.”30 
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The fear that multiculturalism threatens German identity is likely shared 
by much of the German population, not just right-wingers, “Xenophobia 
is rooted in the ‘middle of society’…If these actions come from a minority 
of activists, they have support and sympathy from a larger segment of the 
German population.”31  The fear that the minority will eventually become 
the majority is borne out in the professional football leagues where German-
born players are tenuously holding on to an overall majority in the league 
and, in many clubs, make up a consistent minority in the group of players 
who actually get time on the field.
 While the desire to preserve a respective culture is certainly noble, 
it is difficult to advocate the preservation of one at the expense of another.  
Many Germans do not share a real hatred or fear of other cultures, but 
show a strong tendency to stick with their own traditions and peoples.  A 
moderate female right-winger tries to explain that, “Irrespective of whether 
I like the Germans or not, they are my people, I am used to them, I know 
what to think of them, I am familiar with them, they are my cultural circle 
and I actually want to preserve it.”32  It seems that there is support for this 
latter desire to preserve German culture without suggesting superiority or 
advocating violence.  Unfortunately, Neo-Nazi and other far-right extremist 
groups have been able to mobilize some people with these sentiments into 
violent action and provocative behavior at the football stadiums.  
 In 2006 the right-wing National Democratic Party in Germany 
published brochures containing a picture of German international 
midfielder Patrick Owomoyela whose father is Nigerian with the caption: 
“White, not just the color of the jersey! For a real NATIONAL team!” The 
NDP was fined 250,000 Euros for this and forced to cease printing the 
leaflets.  Involvement of right-wing political parties in German football is 
not new, but it has undergone a geographical shift to the east and to the 
lower divisions in the past decade.  Neo-Nazi and Skinhead elements have 
been visible in stadiums since the 1980s, especially during the tumultuous 
period following reunification.  In 1996 it was observed that “Germany has 
one of the worst reputations in Europe for far-right influence amongst its 
fans, with frequent displays of Hitler salutes, particularly at international 
matches.”33  In the same year, another scholar echoed this statement, “Almost 
all matches against the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg and France were 
accompanied by massive riots and the public display of right-wing and neo-
Nazi attitudes.”34  The use of “massive” to describe such incidents is a bit 
misleading, but nonetheless, many observers reported the existence of such 
right-wing symbolism at German football matches, claiming it was the most 
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racist following reunification.  
 These days the title of “most racist in Europe” would not be 
appropriate for the German first division.  In the second and third divisions 
of German football “Abusive language and aggression aimed at the visiting 
teams isn’t branded as unsportsmanlike conduct.”35  In a response to the 
growing concerns over racism in the stadium, the first division employs 
Closed Circuit Television and event stewards to help identify offenders.  
These individuals can now receive harsh jail sentences for the display of Nazi 
symbols or the practice of racial abuse. Yet, many fans have gotten around 
the ban on Nazi symbols by slightly altering flags and insignia on the racist 
banners brought into the stadium.36  Far-right activism and the recruitment 
of members at the football stadium are still much more common in the lower 
divisions, where many observers have noted an alarming increase in recent 
years.
 Does a Hitler salute or a Nazi flag make a young fan a dangerous 
extremist?  Not necessarily.  “Many fans wear stickers or badges of the left-
wing terrorist organization the Red Army Faction, sometimes next to fascist 
symbols such as the swastika.”37  There is some truth to the explanation that 
these “Skinhead” or “Neo-Nazi” fans are really just trying to be offensive, get 
attention, and disrupt the concentration of opposing players who might be 
appalled by such gestures.  Most football Hooligans, Skinheads, and Neo-
Nazis come from the age group of 16 to 25 year olds, and only possess a 
limited understanding of the values they subscribe to and promote.  Some 
studies have also shown that right-wing, anti-foreigner sentiment is actually 
most prevalent in the older generations, so it is difficult to prove that these 
actions by the younger fans are indicative of genuine hatreds which will stay 
with them in their adult lives.  During the period of Soviet rule “Eastern 
neo-Nazis did not necessarily think much about what a swastika meant, but 
they knew that it was the most forbidden of all symbols and therefore was a 
valuable tool for showing their rebellion.”38

 Many have supported the belief that racist chants are merely aimed at 
disrupting the opponent’s concentration, including Piara Powar, director of 
European soccer’s anti-racist organization Kick It Out, who said that “Fans 
realize they can cause a ruckus – and perhaps upset a key opposing player – 
with racial taunts.”39  Speaking of the Italian league’s problem with racism, 
one fan spokesman said “Racism is not an issue.  The spark is always rivalry.  
Every team has at least one black player.  Picking on a black player is just 
a way to denigrate the team.  I wouldn’t give it too much importance.”40  
This is further supported by the fact that many foreign players are highly 
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revered, and abuse directed at non-German players on one’s own team is 
less common than abuse directed at opposing fans, players, and officials.  
A crucial point to be made however is that, “Although these fans might 
well overtly accept black players in their own team, their abuse of black 
opposition players makes a clear point; black players might be acceptable 
but they necessarily have a subordinate status.”41  One foreign player may 
be seen as an asset, while a whole team of black players would be seen by 
many as no longer German, and thus threatening or uninteresting.  The 
reality of the situation is likely a mixture of elements, in which many fans 
who possess no significant prejudices participate in such chants while others 
actively promote such abuse to vent their frustrations with society and the 
changing face of football teams.   However, even in the case of “instrumental” 
racism aimed at disrupting opposing players’ concentration, there is usually a 
degree of “organic” or genuine ideological racism behind it.  Another danger 
of this use of “instrumental” racism is that, “It reinforces and legitimates the 
use of racial discrimination in everyday life.”42 
 The implicit logic behind chants such as, “Jewish Pigs!”, “Hang 
him, the black bastard”, “All cops are gay, from Munich to Liverpool”, the 
notorious monkey chant, and calling opposing teams a “bunch of gypsies” is 
that these categories are undesirable and embarrassing.43  In German society, 
denigrating and discriminating against minorities is isolated to the fringes, 
but sympathy for such beliefs seems to be present in a substantial portion of 
the population, “An apparently stable façade covers over potential extreme 
right-wing attitudes.”44  A survey of 18 to 24 year olds in East Germany in 
1991 showed that while 45 percent were against racism a significant figure of 
29 percent were racist sympathizers.45  
 While it is difficult to know how these opinions have changed over 
the last 15 years, it is not unreasonable to expect that there is still a degree of 
sympathy similar to what this study shows when one considers the stagnant 
economy.  Far right-wing parties, militant Neo-Nazis, and Skinheads emerged 
in the late 1970s when the German economic miracle slowed down and the 
changes in the demographics of society and football began to be felt.  The 
connection between extreme right wing activity and football has been traced 
by other scholars: 
 “During the 1980s, hooligan groups in both the old and the new 
Federal Lander emerged in the environment of extreme right skinheads.  
During the subsequent phase of radical transition, the number of hooligan 
disorders increased correlatively with the expansion of extreme right groups 
and the increase of extreme right violence, such as the participation of 
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hooligans in violent attacks on the hostels where asylum seekers were 
accommodated.  This new dimension of uninhibited violence was evident in 
the use of weapons and attacks on foreigners.”46

 By mapping the rise of extremist violence and right-wing party success 
it will be asserted that the processes occurring around football matches are 
substantially tied to problems within society and that the rise of racially 
motivated violence is the result of the economic and ideological crisis that has 
accompanied the influx of immigrants and the processes of globalization.  

Neo-Nazi and Extremist Influence in Society
 The Basic Law of 1949 prohibits symbols and gestures related to the 
National Socialist period of 1933-1945, including flags, insignia, uniforms, 
slogans, and forms of greeting.  The German government also periodically 
bans fascist parties.  Within these guidelines, however, certain right-wing 
parties have emerged that are close to the Nazi ideology.  The “old right” 
is represented by the National Democratic Party (NPD) and the German 
People’s Union (DVU), while the groups of the Republicans (REP) and the 
Young Liberty (JF) are considered the ‘new right.”47  All of these groups try 
to distance themselves from Nazi violence and present a professional and 
legitimate image in order to avoid being banned by the government.  These 
parties were largely formed and rose to success during the 1980s, eventually 
gaining small electoral victories in some state elections.  The REP gained 
10.9 percent of the vote in Baden-Württemberg in 1992 but eventually fell 
to 4.4 percent in 2001.  Their electoral high point proved to be 7.1 percent in 
the national elections of 1989.  In 1992, the year in which racially motivated 
violence reached its peak, the DVU managed 6.3 percent of the vote in the 
northern state of Schleswig-Holstein.  It should be noted, however, that they 
received 15 to 20 percent of the votes among voters under the age of 25.48  
More recently, the NPD won 7.3 percent of the vote and six seats in the 
Mecklenburg-West Pomeranian state government in September 2006 where 
the unemployment rate is officially 18 percent.  The NPD had also won 
9.25 percent of the vote in the eastern state of Saxony in 2004.  While these 
results are impressive, the real effect has been to shift the entire political 
spectrum, i.e. the mainstream parties of the CDU/CSU and the SPD, to the 
right.  Furthermore, it was claimed that in 1994, 20% of CDU/CSU voters, 
17% of non-voters, and 14% of SPD voters possess a closed set of extreme 
right-wing attitudes.49  This shows an underlying current in German society 
which makes the expression of such sentiments in the football stadium less 
surprising.
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 While the accepted right-wing parties avoid any association with 
violence, groups of Neo-Nazis and Skinheads have acted out their anger 
toward foreigners.  “Compared with France and Italy, extreme right-wing 
parties have hardly any influence in Germany.  Germany tries to ban 
such parties.  As a result, violence-oriented subcultures become all the 
more important.”50  The Neo-Nazi movement was not visible until the 
late 1970s, and Skinheads originally emerged as a socio-cultural protest 
group before adopting elements of xenophobia and hyper-nationalism.  
The rise of nationalism and xenophobia in the Skinhead movement during 
the 1980s coincides with an economic downturn, the realization that contract 
workers were becoming permanent residents, and the steadily increasing 
number of foreign footballers on the German professional teams.  In a 
June 1988 match between FC Carl-Zeiss Jena and BFC Dynamo, 100-150 
Skinheads incited serious violence after marching and chanting fascist songs.  
This began a trend of extremist participation in East German football matches 
which remains the center of such violence and abuse today.  One football 
hooligan expert states that “Obviously there is a right-wing element in 
Germany (as in every country), but it is important to understand that much 
of that comes from the east” and that “[After 1989] a lot of hooligans from 
the west traveled to clubs in the east to cause trouble because the police there 
were hopeless and fights were easy to find.”51  This movement of hooligans to 
the East due to a political and legal vacuum was paralleled by a movement of 
neo-Nazi groups to those states after reunification in the hopes of recruiting 
more disaffected youth into the ranks and advertising their cause through 
displays at football matches.  

The East-West Divide
 In Germany as a whole, racial, cultural, and national sentiments best 
explain the level of anti-foreigner resentment, but in the East the three most 
important factors are:  economic hardship, authoritarian political culture, 
and isolation from other peoples.   In 2005, the unemployment rate in the 
eastern states was between 17 and 18 percent.52  Real living standards have 
dropped in the East causing some to be nostalgic for the past.  The old GDR 
flag and banners that say “Put up the Wall again” have become fixtures at 
some football matches, and surveys have shown that over 40 percent of the 
population feels they were happier under communism.53  The transition 
to a competitive economy created new winners and losers, many of whom 
“felt uncomfortable with the decline of what they saw as the community 
and family virtues associated with the Communist system…being replaced 
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with a society that stressed money and self.”54  Being thrown into a society 
that suddenly valued money and starting at the bottom of the economic 
ladder was fairly traumatic for many East Germans who had lived for years 
as prominent and successful members in their communities.  
 Furthermore, the legacy of communism also included authoritarianism, 
which is seen by sociologists as one of the primary ingredients for the creation 
of xenophobia and racism.  These sentiments began to express themselves 
with the appearance of Turks and asylum seekers in society, and foreign 
players in the stadium.  There has been an influx of Turks from the western 
states that has alarmed some East Germans.  In 1989 there were only about 
191,000 foreigners out of a population of 16 million in the GDR.55  The 
fact that in 1996 only 7.1 percent of East Germans reported having contact 
with foreigners in their neighborhood compared to 37.2 percent in the West 
shows how much this isolation persisted and maintained an ignorance and 
suspicion of different looking people.56  This led extremist organizations to 
relocate to this region and foment these suspicions and ignorance into hatred 
and activism.  
 The result is that “There is a qualitative difference between East and 
West.  The anger is much more open in the East and appears to be much more 
widespread in the young population there.”57  USA national team player Cory 
Gibbs echoed this statement ten years later in 2006, “It’s more direct and 
blunt; it’s out there.”58 The tendency toward more subtle forms of “symbolic 
racism” favoring political voting for right-wing candidates over direct violent 
action is not yet valued or seen as necessary in the East.  High profile incidents 
have occurred in Hoyerswerda, Rostock, Moelln, Sachsenhausen, Solingen, 
Luebeck, Dusseldorf, Buchenwald, and Brandenburg.  These cities and 
former concentration camps are disproportionately located in the eastern 
states of Brandenburg, Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, Saxony, Saxony-
Anhalt, and Thuringia which are all known for right-leaning sentiments 
and Neo-Nazi violence.  Bavaria and Schleswig-Holstein in the west have 
also been considered centers of racism and Neo-Nazi activity.  East Berlin 
is probably the city most associated with anti-foreigner actions along with 
Dresden, Magdeburg, Potsdam, Rostock, Schwerin, Dusseldorf, Bremen, 
Stuttgart, and Mannheim among others.  Not surprisingly, fans of BFC 
Dynamo Berlin, Hertha Berlin, Hansa Rostock, Dynamo Dresden, Mannheim, 
FC Union Berlin, FC Magdeburg, Lok Leipzig, BSG Energie Cottbus, and 
Offenbach are especially known for violence and racial heckling.  There are 
more small cities in the east where Germans have been relatively isolated from 
outsiders and police protection is poorly developed. “The greatest potential 
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for xenophobia is always found in rural regions with a weak infrastructure 
and smallholdings struggling to survive, even though few foreigners live there 
and the majority of respondents do not know any foreigners personally.”59  
Another trend is that small villages in the East will sometimes openly support 
right-wing extremists in order to force foreigners to leave their towns, creating 
an atmosphere in which xenophobic insults appear acceptable.
 Almost all observers of the football scene in Germany have noted 
the fundamental difference between racial abuse in the East and the West, 
but the disparity is partly due to the structure of the football league and 
efforts to crack down on such abuse.  Each season there are only one or 
two football clubs from the former GDR states in the first division of the 
Bundesliga due to the teams’ inability to buy the talent that western clubs can 
afford.  This means that eastern teams are far more represented in the lower 
divisions, where much of the racial abuse persists.  The German government 
and the governing football organizations have helped push racism out of the 
higher divisions by actively cracking down on such racial problems since the 
early 1990s. FIFA fines national football associations for racist chants and 
has proposed certain measures such as stopping games in which players are 
racially abused and imposing harsh sanctions on delinquent fans and clubs.  
The EU declared 1997 the European year against racism and the World Cup 
Slogan of 2006 was “A Time to Make Friends”.  Germany has implemented 
anti-discrimination laws and has continued to prohibit neo-Nazi symbols 
at football matches, which now include the German imperial flag and Thor 
Steiner clothing.  Other measures include restrictions on alcohol sales, football 
‘special’ trains, better police coordination, more effective stewards; increased 
fines, arrests and convictions; stadium reconfiguration; and the use of Closed 
Circuit Television to identify offenders.  Pope Benedict XVI has even done 
his part by reading an anti-racist message before an exhibition game between 
Italy and Germany this past year.60  In spite of all these actions, racism persists 
in German football and society, and is even showing some signs of growth.

Current Trends and Conclusions
 There was a calming period of extremist violence in the late 1990s 
following increased anti-discrimination measures by the government and the 
appearance of economic stabilization.  Since 1999, however, violent neo-
Nazi inspired crimes have been on the rise along with an racial abuse in 
German football stadiums.  It has been reported that in the East, “being 
chased through the streets by groups of Neo-Nazis shouting racist abuse is 
almost part of daily life.”61  In March of 2006 during a match in the city of 
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Halle, Nigerian player Adebowale Ogungbure was “spit upon, jeered with 
racial remarks, and mocked with monkey noises”.  In response, he placed two 
fingers under his nose to simulate a Hitler mustache and gave a Nazi salute.62  
This incident caused some commotion as it was only a few months before the 
World Cup was set to begin, and many feared there would be a continuation 
of this behavior in June when Germany would be under the international 
spotlight.  Fortunately, the only real embarrassments during the World Cup 
were a series of poorly officiated games and an inopportune head-butt by 
Zidane.   
 Nonetheless, racism has reappeared this fall to the extent that that 
leading figures in the DFB have set about developing a taskforce specifically 
aimed at fighting racism.  One of the people spearheading this taskforce 
is the German football star and DFB vice president Franz Beckenbauer.  
Beckenbauer has criticized the “mercenary” attitude of many foreign players 
and the problem associated with teams filled with too much diversity in 
language and playing style.  Notably, he has suggested this fall that the DFB 
institute a ‘6+5’ rule in which at least 6 home-grown players must be fielded 
to start the game.63  This suggestion from the most well-known and respected 
figure in German football and the head of a taskforce aimed at fighting racism 
should be taken seriously and considered in the broader light of the future 
for football in a globalizing and multicultural society.  
 Football clubs cannot be treated exactly the same as ordinary 
businesses.  Football clubs operate in a league, in which competitive balance 
and the unpredictability of outcome are the most desirable commodities. 
This conflicts with the principle that successful teams do better financially 
than unsuccessful teams, which drives each club to maximize its profits 
by being as successful as possible.  Meanwhile, it motivates the league 
administrators to keep the best clubs from dominating all the weaker clubs 
and defeating the purpose of a competitive league.  Since the deregulation 
of player markets and the influx of foreign players (and the exodus of home-
grown players in poorer regions like East Germany), leagues have failed to 
maintain competitive balance and have instead justified all actions on the 
basis of free markets, anti-discrimination, and the quality of football.  While 
it is true that the concentration of the world’s greatest players on fewer and 
fewer teams has made the highest levels of football more attractive, this goal 
needs to be tempered with other considerations: 
 “The mere presence of top players does not automatically make a 
sporting competition attractive unless the competition itself is regarded as 
authentic.  Matches have meaning when there is a historical context which 
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fans and players recognize.  If there is no historical context, then matches 
are artificial; they become meaningless displays of virtuosity like the Harlem 
Globetrotters”64 
 Fans lash out at foreign players partly because they are the most 
obvious signs of their club’s betrayal of its traditional playing style and the 
connection to the community.  The idea that a certain amount of home-
grown players should be required on professional teams would likely reduce 
the sense of invasion by foreigners and the marginalization that economically 
threatened people feel.  Unless the league dictates such a rule, clubs will 
continue to govern themselves only by profit since the current competitive 
environment would cause bankruptcy for teams that didn’t follow such a 
policy.  
 Football in Germany contains a much higher level of talent and 
diversity than it possessed 25 years ago, but along with this has come the 
disenfranchisement of certain clubs and fans. This has enhanced anxieties 
within society and produced an ugly form of racism in the stadium, threatening 
to tarnish the image of the game and Europe in the eyes of the rest of the 
world.  It has been said that “racism and xenophobia are society’s problem, 
not football’s.”65  This paper has argued that such problems are fundamentally 
rooted in society and that the expression of racism in the football stadium 
is indeed a fairly accurate reflection of these problems.  However, the blame 
must also be placed on the mismanagement of football leagues that have 
favored the largest businesses and the international fan community over the 
interests of its formerly loyal and supportive fan base.  The liberalization 
of the labor market has put unskilled workers on the defensive and caused 
German footballers to lose out to athletically gifted foreigners. 
 The story is replicated outside of Germany, in the developed and underdeveloped 
world, where a growing number of societies have been culturally diluted and 
individuals set adrift by the economic forces of globalization.  This ruthless 
economic landscape seeks to maintain aspects of society and nation-states that 
are good for business and remove those that reduce profit and marketability.  
Racism in German football is best understood in this broader context of fear 
over one’s place in a new world order in which values, identity, economic 
stability, and history are all subordinated to the interest of the free market 
and the profit margin.  The solution to the problem must address these issues 
to be truly effective and not just punish clubs, individuals, and political 
parties for expressing their anger.
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Japanese Immigration to São Paulo 
State
by Daniel Brasil Becker

Since its inception, human history has continuously been shaped, 
redefined, and enriched by the migratory experience. Indeed, even 
with the relatively recent proliferation of agriculture, urban settlement, 

regional governance and the development of the nation-state, we, as a species, 
retain key traits that can be traced back to our nomadic origins as hunters 
and gatherers. The human race is marked to this day by the movement of 
people searching for a better life in new lands. Both sending and receiving 
regions undergo great transformations in the process.
 However, despite the apparent normalcy of this tradition, migration 
is a complex and stressful experience. Without a doubt, history has shown 
that, depending on a number of factors, more established residents will either 
welcome or reject their new neighbors with varying degrees of intensity. 
Under more hostile conditions, migrants and natives have vehemently 
clashed, leaving large populations marginalized or dead. Even in the most 
favorable and tolerant of circumstances, new and old residents have had to 
endure a difficult negotiated process of adaptation so as to create a more 
vibrant and revitalized society. Regardless, the conditions in which different 
migrant groups are received at different moments in time play an integral 
role in defining their place in society for generations to come. In turn, the 
migrant’s process of settlement and adaptation will also redefine his or her 
host community.
 It is with this understanding and a profound respect to the diversity 
of the migratory experience that I decided to embark on a comparative study 
of Japanese immigration and internal migration to the State of São Paulo in 
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Brazil. Although sharing some key commonalities as newcomers to Brazil’s 
most dynamic and industrialized center, the juxtaposition of Japanese and 
internal migrants hailing largely from more rural regions, particularly from 
the underdeveloped Brazilian Northeast, reveal two very different trajectories. 
One way to measure this divergence is to look at current popular perceptions 
of these two migrant groups in question. 
 Scheper-Hughes (1993), Perlman (1976) and Taube (1986), writing 
about internal migrants living in the favelas, or squatter settlements, of 
Pernambuco, Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, respectively, all reacted against 
popular and academic portrayals of migrants as uniformly rural, northeastern, 
traditional, maladaptive and generally parasitic. In 1976, Perlman provided 
the example of a US professor bemoaning that “the favelas are like syphilitic 
sores marring the body of a beautiful woman.” It is quite telling, however, 
that Taube, Scheper-Hughes, and numerous other scholars, would have to 
continually debunk similar perceptions throughout the decades. 
 This apprehension of Brazilian society to accept their fellow 
compatriots and new neighbors remains strong to this day, especially among 
members of the urban elite and middle-class. If anything, there may even be 
an increasing trend to further relegate migrants from the status of a social 
drain to that of a social hazard. In February of 2003, speaking at a business 
conference held at FIESP (Federação das Indústrias do Estado de São Paulo) as the 
national Minister of Food Security and Hunger Relief, José Graziano da 
Silva declared, “We have to create jobs there [in the Northeast], we have 
to generate educational opportunities there, we have to generate citizenship 
there. Because, if they continue coming here [to São Paulo], we will have to 
continue going around in armored cars” (Folha de São Paulo 2003, author’s 
translation). Such statements are representative of a strong current within 
Brazilian society that conceptualizes internal migration as if it were a 
security risk.
 In stark contrast, it seems that in the public’s eye, the Japanese 
represent the best of what it should mean to be Brazilian. This perception is so 
pervasive that domestic elites, corporations and politicians, often find it quite 
profitable to be associated with the Japanese. In his studies on the Japanese in 
Brazil, Lesser cited several other examples of the Japanese’s privileged status 
in Brazilian society today. This includes a reference to a major bank using 
the slogan, “we need more Brazilians like this Japanese,” for over 25 years. 
Lesser also noted a prominent federal politician of Japanese descent claiming, 
“I need to remind voters [that the] Japanese are the best possible Brazilians: 
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Honest, hard-working, and well-connected.”1

 This phenomenon is especially pronounced when comparing Toshiba’s 
operations in the United States and Brazil. Whereas Toshiba America Inc.’s 
website is completely bereft of any reference to Japan,2 SEMP-Toshiba, the 
Brazilian-based firm, has saturated their public relations campaign with 
the Japanese.3 SEMP Toshiba’s official slogan, “Os nossos japoneses são mais 
criativos que os japoneses dos outros”4 can be translated as “our Japanese are 
more creative than theirs” and only hits the proverbial tip of the iceberg. 
Their commercials are even more explicit. Two stand out in particular for 
claiming, “Fingir que é japonês é fácil; é difícil ter a garantia e tecnologia de 
SEMP-Toshiba,” or “Pretending to be Japanese is easy; it is difficult to have 
the guarantees and technology of SEMP-Toshiba.” This statement appears 
after showing a man trying to buy a computer from two fellow Brazilians, 
one white and the other black, masquerading as Japanese salesmen in the first 
advertisement.5 The second clip mimics the first, except that two Paraguayans 
pretending to be Japanese are used instead of the black and white Brazilian 
vendors.6 In these commercials, SEMP-Toshiba demonstrates a clear attempt 
to capitalize off of an audience willing to accept the Japanese at the top of a 
racial hierarchy above Paraguayans and Brazilians, regardless of color.
 Having acknowledged two separate sets of popular opinions, the 
rest of this paper will dedicate itself to explaining some of the key factors 
contributing to a more accepted, if not celebrated, presence of Japanese 
immigrants and the perceived marginal status of internal migrants, 
particularly those of rural and Northeastern heritage, in Brazilian society. To 
do so, I divided the text into four sections. In the first, I address some of the 
class indicators that help differentiate these two populations today. However, 
simply acknowledging current differences in socio-economic position as 
a justification for divergent popular opinions of the Japanese and internal 
migrants would be an incomplete analysis. Thus, in the second section of this 
text, I provide some of the explanations used in scholarly works to describe 
the historical evolution of popular representations of these two groups. 
The authors selected in this section tend to ground their analysis on the 
importance of work ethic and the power of self-representation in explaining 
socio-economic mobility. 
 Although informative and insightful, in conducting research for this 
text I found such explanations too centered on the individual and cultural 
norms to have given insufficient credit to historical development of São Paulo 
State’s political economy and how this relates to migration. In response to 
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this, section three is dedicated to the peculiarities of migration flows. After 
providing a theoretical analysis of typical migration patterns, I consider how 
well the Japanese and internal migrants fit into such models. In doing so, I 
hope to give proper credit to the distinctiveness of migrant insertion within 
São Paulo’s political economy and, in turn, explain how this relates to the 
socio-economic position that these two migrant groups occupy today.
 Finally, I conclude by stressing the importance of government policy 
in molding the settlement process for these two migrant populations and how 
this affected land tenure and social mobility. Indeed, one of the principle points 
of departure separating Japanese and internal migration trajectories relates 
to how the interplay between state control and autonomous development 
impacted land acquisition. It is in such an analysis that one can appreciate 
how central government planning and legal land rights are to the economic 
prosperity of the Brazilian populace.

SECTION I – FACING UP TO CLASS
 The enormous differences in popular perceptions of Japanese 
immigrants and internal Brazilian migrants can in part be explained by the 
current position that these two populations occupy in the socio-economic 
spectrum. To be sure, Brazilian society is well known for its class stratification. 
Despite a slight decrease in economic inequality in recent years, with a gini-
coefficient of 56.7 as of 2005,7 Brazil still ranks amongst the world’s most 
unequal economies. Moreover, its class structure is rigidly enforced through 
social norms and a populace keenly attentive towards socio-economic 
markings.8

The Japanese and a Position of Privilege
 In a culture so stratified by class, the Japanese stand out amongst 
the Brazilian populace not only for their physical traits but also for their 
economic position. According to the 2000 Brazilian Census, those racially 
self-identifying as “amarelo,” or yellow, had the highest literacy rates and 
lowest incidence of poverty, defined as earning one minimum wage or less,1 
of any other racial group in Brazil. Among those employed and 10 years of 
age or older, 8% of amarelos were impoverished, as compared to 17% of 

1 In May of 2000, the minimum wage was raised from R$ 136.00 
($81.93), set in May of 1999, to R$ 151.00 (83.89) per month through the 
Medida Provisória No 2.019 (Cardoso 2000). NB. Real to Dollar conver-
sion based on figures from x-rates.com for April 30,1999 and May 1, 2000.
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broncos (whites), 26% of indígenos (indigenous), and 32% of pretos (blacks) 
and pardos (mixed). Nationally, 23% of the population earns less than the 
minimum wage.9 Furthermore, in a country with a literacy rate of 88% for 
those at least 10 years old, 95% of those identifying amarelos, 92% of brancos, 
83% of pardos, 80% of pretos and 75% of indígenos are literate.10

 Although not all amarelos are Japanese and not all Japanese self-
identify as amarelo, these class indicators are reasonably representative of the 
Japanese population. With 1,288,000 Nikkei (people of Japanese heritage) 
confirmed as living in Brazil as of 1988 and an estimated 1.4 million currently 
residing in the country as of 2004, the Japanese and their descendents are by 
far the largest nationality of East Asian stock in Brazil.11 Indeed, according 
to Lesser, the position that the Japanese hold amongst Asians in Brazil is so 
hegemonic that Chinese and Korean immigrants are often “stunned to find 
out that in Brazil they had become ‘Japanese’”.12

 The Japanese also benefit in the public’s eye from the geographic space 
they occupy in Brazil. As of 1988, when the last major investigation about the 
Nikkei was released from the Centro de Estudos Nipo-Brasileiro, nearly 80% 
of Japanese Brazilians lived in the country’s Southeast region. Approximately 
72% of the total Nikkei population resided in São Paulo State with 26% 
living in the city of São Paulo.13 As such, the Japanese are concentrated in 
Brazil’s most industrialized region and, more specifically, its single wealthiest 
state. The Nikkei also occupy distinct and relatively prosperous ethnic 
neighborhoods, such as São Paulo’s famed Bairro da Liberdade. Likewise, 
many scholars have noted the extremely high enrollment rates of the Japanese 
in Brazil’s top universities.14 Despite representing less than one percent of the 
Brazilian population, the Nikkei have often made up more than 10% of São 
Paulo’s university student body.15 In other words, the Japanese in Brazil tend 
to occupy physical spaces associated with economic prosperity.
 Finally there is the somewhat logical association of the Japanese of 
Brazil with Japan. When compared to Brazil, Japan is an economic powerhouse. 
After adjusting for Purchasing Power Parity, Japan’s gross domestic product 
ranks third in the world. As of 2006, its GDP per capita stands at $33,100,16 
a figure that nearly quadruples Brazil’s $8,600.17 Although most Brazilians 
probably are unaware of the exact economic disparities separating Brazil 
and Japan, there certainly is an understanding that Japan represents a highly 
developed nation. Any correlation between the Nikkei and an advanced 
economy, like Japan, may also help in explaining the fairly positive popular 
perceptions of the Japanese in Brazil.
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Stigma and Location amongst Internal Migrants
 São Paulo’s internal migrants, on the other hand, do not benefit from 
such a privileged association. Once in their new host communities, migrants 
often stand out from the more established population due to, among other 
factors, certain phenotypic traits and distinct regional accents. This alone 
can be reason for prejudice and discrimination, especially when migrants are 
assumed to have come from rural backgrounds or the Northeast. Indeed, the 
economic disparities between urban and rural society or São Paulo State and 
the Northeast may be far greater than those separating Brazil from Japan. 
Brazil has historically maintained the greatest regional inequality among the 
world’s major economies.18 As of 2003, GDP per capita in São Paulo State 
was more than five times that of the Northeastern state of Piauí.19 
 It is important to note, however, that the Northeast is not merely poor 
relative to the industrial Southeast. The Brazilian northeast has historically 
been a place of extreme and absolute poverty. Hunger, illiteracy, disease, 
and countless other symptoms of poverty continue to plague this region 
to this day. At the close of the millennium, Noredestinos (Northeasterners) 
would occupy approximately one in every four of Latin America’s child-sized 
graves.20 In reaction to this reality, many Brazilians have transferred their 
disgrace towards underdevelopment in the Northeast into an intense stigma 
and prejudice against Nordestino migrants.
 Brazil’s internal migrants also suffer from assumptions about the 
physical space that they occupy after settling in São Paulo. Even in the 
literature devoted to debunking negative stereotypes about Brazil’s migrant 
communities, there is a near automatic correlation between the county’s 
newer urban dwellers and squatter settlements.21 One such example is Taube’s 
study on the urbanization of Campinas. As the title implies, De Migrantes a 
Favelados (1986) builds on the assumption that working-class migrants are 
immediately and permanently inserted into life in the favelas.22 
 Although these texts tend to ignore a significant stream of elite 
migrants to São Paulo that may never set foot inside a shantytown or a small 
but sizable number of working-class migrants that quickly manage to resettle 
in wealthier districts, this correlation between migration and life in the 
urban periphery seems to be representative of mass migration. For migrants 
with relatively little physical or social capital, the favelas are often the best 
housing options available. This is especially true for those who most recently 
arrived in São Paulo State.23 As such, the association between migrants and 
favelados is somewhat reasonable, especially after studying the particularities 
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of resettlement, which will be addressed in the Section III of this text.
 Unfortunately for the migrant, the favela is also the subject of much 
ire amongst more influential members of Brazilian society, particularly those 
large and small property owners fearing the expansion of squatter settlements. 
Distrust of the favela is often translated to the migrants who inhabit them. 
According to Perlman, “In response to a question of kinds of discrimination, 
the one most often mentioned was that of ‘living in a favela’ (66 percent)”.24 
Once again, the socio-economically defined locations in which internal 
migrants are associated with help foment popular opinions and become a 
cause of significant strife. 
 While the current socio-economic indicators of Japanese and internal 
migrant populations are useful in explaining the differences in popular 
perceptions of these two groups, it is important to note that they cannot 
explain everything. One still must consider how such economic disparities 
were formed and how the representation of Japanese immigrants and internal 
migrants in the public has evolved over time. The following section will 
introduce what experts in the field have said on the matter.

SECTION II – INDIVIDUAL INITIATIVE AND SELF-
REPRESENTATION

Projecting Strength in Japanese Literature
 Despite the relative acceptance of the Japanese population today, in 
the literature about Japanese immigrants to Brazil there has been a strong 
current documenting the hardships of their migratory experience. This has 
been especially prevalent among Japanese and Japanese-Brazilian scholars. 
According to Lone, “[T]he dominant theme of later Japanese writers is the 
misery and suffering of emigration, and the alienation of Japanese migrants 
from other peoples.”25 Maeyama Takashi is only one of many authors cited in 
Lone’s work as conforming to this vision. Nobuko Adachi is another example. 
Writing in 2004, Adachi noted that the first Japanese migrant laborers to 
Brazil “found themselves in near slavelike conditions, a proposition they had 
not bargained for.”26 Adachi would add that later, during the Great Depression 
of the 1930s, a system of quotas and acute sense of nationalism led to “direct 
discrimination against Japanese, Arabs, Jews, and ‘nonwhite’ undesirables.”27 
Such statements are representative of a dominant theme within Japanese 
literature that denounces Brazilian society for grave injustices committed 
against the Nikkei.
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 These scholars who highlight the suffering of the Japanese in Brazil 
can cite a number of examples to support their argument. When the Japanese 
first arrived in Santos aboard the Kasato-maru in 1908, they were immediately 
inserted as agricultural laborers within São Paulo’s coffee plantations.28 Over 
the course of several decades, the Japanese would continue to be injected 
as wage laborers into fazendas known for their brutal working conditions. 
Indeed, the coffee plantation was founded on the use of slave labor, but by 
the time slavery was abolished and the fazenda would transition to immigrant 
workers, little had change in terms of labor standards. As free peoples, 
emancipated slaves and the Europeans immigrants recruited as replacements 
for slave labor had the option to abandon the fazenda. Many exercised this 
right or tried to collectively organize against perceived injustices. According 
to Lone, at the dawn of the 20th century, “Brazil was encountering difficulties 
in recruiting labour from its preferred sources in Europe.”29 This was coupled 
with a booming coffee industry where “there was to be a constant need for 
yet more workers to open fresh land and harvest the coffee crop centered on 
Sao Paulo state.”30 Thus, the introduction of Japanese immigrants to Brazil 
coincided with an accentuated need on the part of the influential coffee 
owners searching for an injection of laborers within an exploitive system of 
production.
 In addition to a grueling workload and unsatisfactory wages on the 
fazenda, especially for the earliest waves of contract laborers,31 the Japanese 
also had to adapt to a new social reality. At times, this would prove more 
difficult than others. During the 1920s, there would be a noticeable increase 
in anti-Japanese sentiment. Dr. Miguel Couto, president of Brazil’s National 
Academy of Medicine, would arise as one of the most outspoken opponents 
of Japanese immigration, primarily on the grounds of national security. 
He would be supported by Lower House representative Fidelis Reis, who 
introduced a bill in 1923 establishing a ban on black immigration and a 
quota on “yellow” migration of 5% of the total population already in Brazil. 
Reis built his campaign on the basis that “the yellow cyst will remain on 
the national organism, unassimilable by blood, by language, by customs, by 
religion.”32 
 Although the Reis Bill was soundly defeated in 1923, by 1934 Brazil 
adopted a new constitution capping immigration by nationality at 2% of 
those who entered and stayed in Brazil over the last 50 years.33 Later, under 
Vargas’s Estado Novo, a corporatist governmental order that lasted from 1937 
to 1945, the state began enforcing existing laws banning non-Portuguese 
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instruction, requiring translations for foreign-language newspapers, and 
limiting the concentration of any one nationality on agrarian settlements to 
25%.34 After Brazil officially joined the Allies in World War II and declared 
war on Japan, there would be a spike in Japanese repression. In 1942, Vargas 
gave the order to evacuate all “Japantown areas in the city of São Paulo to 
the interior within 10 day.”35 The following year, after five cargo ships were 
torpedoed in the port of Santos, all residents living along the coastline with 
Axis passports, including approximately four thousand Japanese, were given 
24 hours to move inland.36

 While the Japanese clearly experienced significant challenges in 
adapting to life in Brazil that were often compounded with overtly xenophobic 
and racist dogmas, it is important to note that histories stressing one extreme 
condition occasionally simplify experiences into remarkable dichotomous 
relationships. There would be the good, the bad, and nothing in between. 
According to Lone, “the migrants themselves preferred to relate stories of 
hardship as these made their success, or merely endurance, seem all the more 
heroic”.37 Thus if one accepts the history of Japanese migration as one in 
which tremendous deprivation quickly made way for significant prosperity, 
such a settlement process can only be seen as extraordinary. This exquisite 
dichotomy has sparked the interests of numerous scholars and readers.
In accordance to a dominant social paradigm, many of these authors argue 
that the privileged position of the Japanese today can be attributed to a work 
ethic that propelled this immigrant population against the odds. In other 
words, the success of the Japanese can be seen as the result of individual 
choice and cultural norms. Such an understanding supports a romanticized 
rags-to-riches story where the individual is in complete control of his or her 
own destiny.
 Indeed, the literature is rife with examples extolling individualism 
and Japanese customs. For instance, Masterson and Funada-Classen would 
source Nabuya Tsuchida’s works in noting that “the Issei2 ‘loathed’ their 
colonist status and wanted to advance more quickly.”38 While it may seem 
rather unusual for any group of people to particularly enjoy being exploited or 
actively resist a rapid improvement in living standards, a similar logic would 
be applied in several other texts. In such histories, a remarkable work ethic 
would be coupled with this ‘acute’ desire to prosper. Masterson and Funada-

2  Issei is a term referring to Japanese migrants living in the Amer-
icas. The issei, therefore, represent the first generation of Japanese in 
Brazil.
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Classen would add that Brazilian politicians were quite reluctant to restrict 
Japanese immigration because of ‘a growing acceptance of the Issei as the 
most disciplined and hardworking immigrant group in Brazil.”39 Moreover, 
the Japanese were praised for implementing advanced farming techniques. 
According to Congressman Francisco Chavez de Oliveira Botelho, “‘The 
Japanese till the swamps painstakingly, draining or irrigating them as the 
crop may require it.”40 Supposedly, this mixture of desire, dedication, and 
talent would eventually propel the Japanese to the status of land ownership 
and prosperity within the first couple decades of settlement.
A similar argument stressing the importance of education is often used to 
explain the proliferation of the Nikkei in a more modern economy. Once 
again, the Japanese are assumed to be culturally predisposed to excellence 
in school. A high value of education is often offered as an explanation for 
this phenomenon. According to Lone, “It may be an unquestioned truism 
of discourse in Japan that, wherever migrants went, they immediately 
established schools, and that Brazilians were more interested in religion or 
amusement.”41

 This truism has some basis in reality. Of the 781 Japanese immigrants 
aboard the Kasato-maru in 1908, over two-thirds, or 532 persons, were 
recorded as literate.42 This was a remarkable figure when compared with other 
their host country at the time, and literacy rates among the Nikkei would 
remain higher than that of the rest of the Brazilian population to this day.43 
Moreover, by the mid-1910s, less than a decade after the first Japanese laborers 
arrived in Brazil, the Nikkei had already founded the Taisho (1915), Katsura 
(1916), and many other Japanese-language primary schools.44 These schools 
would multiply with increased Japanese migration and settlement, as would 
the representation of the Nikkei in Brazilian higher education. In 1988, the 
percentage of Japanese-heritage students in the prestigious Universidade de 
São Paulo rose to 16%, an astounding figure given that the Nikkei represent 
approximately 1% of all Brazilian residents.45 
 Thus, high enrollment rates at some of the nation’s top universities and 
a long history of Japanese language schools can help explain the correlation 
between being Japanese and educated. Such an association in turn affirms 
the popular assumption that education is the key to success. Although there 
is a long list of academic texts supporting this dominant social paradigm and 
confirming a positive correlation between education and earnings,46 there is 
still significant debate as to what extent education is a cause or result of wealth. 
As such, it may not be fair to assume that upward social mobility amongst 
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the Japanese in Brazil is the result of high levels of education alone.
 Interestingly, many authors have strayed away from standard socio-
economic indicators, such as education and land ownership rates, or more 
subjective appraisals of work ethic. Some have instead focused on methods 
of self-representation as an explanation for the privileged position of the 
Japanese in Brazilian society today. Jeffery Lesser provides one such example 
in advocating that the Japanese cleverly used ethnicity as a strategy to propel 
their upward mobility in a nation unaccustomed to having Asians within 
their construction of racial identities. In his own words:
“By examining public Nikkei ethnicity as expressed in the language of the 
majority (in newspapers and books, on the political stage, and in the academy), 
I want to suggest that the definitions of virtually all of the components of 
national identity – ethnicity, class, color, gender, and even the very boundaries 
of the Brazilian state – were successfully negotiated by certain groups.”47

 According to Lesser, ultranationalism – that is, the affirmation that 
the Japanese are more authentically Brazilian than the more established 
Brazilian populace – was one such strategy that was consciously and 
effectively deployed by the Nikkei community. To support this claim, Lesser 
provides a short list of “founding fictions” used by early Japanese settlers in 
affirming ties to their new home. These include a number of efforts to prove 
a biological and linguistic link between the Japanese and Brazil’s indigenous 
population. Rokuro Kotama, one of the first Japanese migrants to arrive in 
Brazil aboard the Kasato-maru in 1908, offers only one such example. In the 
introduction to his Tupi-Japanese-Portuguese dictionary, Kotama would ask 
the question: “Did we Japanese and Tupi-Guarani originally come from and 
share the same Polynesian seed? ...Was the language of the Tupi-Guarani 
natives the same as that of the very ancient Japanese?”48 Similar comments 
would support the ideas that the Nikkei have a rightful, if not natural, place 
in Brazilian society.
 In addition to affirming ties to Brazil’s first inhabitants, the Japanese 
not only “assert[ed] their genetic patriotism,” but also “invested in the 
promotion of their own whiteness.”49 Thus, when Cassio Shimomoto and 
José Yamashiro, two Japanese migrants studying at the São Fransisco Law 
School, decided to join the São Paulo state forces in the unsuccessful 1932 
Revolution, the Nikkei press hailed their patriotism. Notably, upon the 
request of José Yamashiro’s father, São Paulo’s largest newspaper, O estado 
de São Paulo, published a letter praising José “as a Brazilian and Paulista, 
for obeying the natural impulse to pick up arms and defend his State.”50 
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Notably, at the same time that the Japanese would claim that their “loyalty 
to the state was natural,”51 the Nikkei would also redefine “whiteness” from 
a term describing phenotypic traits to one relating to economic growth 
and productivity.52  In adopting an untranationalist strategy of being both 
genetically patriotic and more “white” or “industrious” than the European 
elite, the Japanese were redefining “Brazilianness” in their own image.
 To further advance his argument, Lesser uses a group known as 
the Shindo Renmei (Way of the Subjects of the Emperor’s League) as an 
quintessential example of ultranationalists that “did not promote...a return to 
Japan” because “home was Brazil.”53 This Nikkei organization was shocking 
at multiple levels. Shortly after Brazil’s formal declaration of war, the Shindo 
Renmei was founded as a secret society to support the Japanese armed forces 
during World War II. Interestingly, membership would explode only after 
the war had ended to over 150,000 literate people in Brazil based on the 
Shindo Renmei’s denial that Japan was defeated by the Allies. A week after 
Emperor Hiroshito broadcasted his message of surrender, the Shindo Renmei 
denounced the news as U.S. propaganda and released their own statement 
of victory. Next to a tailored photo of President Truman bowing to Emperor 
Hiroshito, the Shindo Renmei declared, “[T]he Japanse employed for the 
first time their secret weapon, the ‘High Frequency Bomb,’ [thus leading to 
the] unconditional surrender of the Allies.”54 In addition to denying defeat, 
the Shindo Renmei hunted down and assassinated key community members 
publicly recognizing Japan’s defeat.55 The Nikkei organization would remain 
quite popular until 1950 after members of the Japanese Olympic swimming 
team visiting Brazil “expressed shock when presented with the idea that Japan 
had won the war.”56 Membership plummeted after the “remaining Shindo 
Renmei activists began a poster campaign claiming that the swimmers were 
Koreans masquerading as Japanese.”57 
 Although the proliferation of the Shindo Renmei is a mind-boggling 
proposition in the first place, what is truly extrodinary about this Nikkei 
group is the tremendous influence they wielded in Brazilian society. After a 
series of political killings, the Shindo Renmei issued a statement to one of 
Brazil’s most powerful politicians, José Carlos de Macedo Soares, through 
the Jornal de São Paulo on July 20th, 1946. It declared, “We Japanese do not 
believe...in Japan’s defeat. If Your Excellency want [sic] to end the disputes 
and terrorist acts, begin by spreading word of Japan’s victory and order that 
all false propaganda about defeat be stopped.”58 Remarkably, Macedo Soares 
and the Brazilian government capitulated, “prohibit[ing] newspapers from 
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publishing news of Japan’s defeat and order[ing] the term ‘unconditional 
surrender’ be taken out of all official communications.”59

 While Lesser uses the Shindo Remei and the influence of 
ultranationalism to demonstrate the power of self-representation and 
its importance in boosting popular opinions of the Japanese among the 
Brazilian populace and facilitating upward social mobility, one may question 
the extent to which self-representation can actually influence society. After 
all, the right to self-expression has been exercised by many populations with 
varying degrees of success. While some groups have been able to mount 
impressive and influential campaigns, it is important to remember that 
even highly mobilized groups have been ignored by those in power. Often 
times, before a group can transpose their own image of themselves upon a 
larger populace, that group must already exercise a significant degree power. 
Therefore, praising the Japanese for the initiative displayed in negotiating 
their ethnicity may, once again, fall into a trap of extolling the powerful for 
gaining more power. Such logic would be the inverted equivalent of blaming 
the poor for their own poverty.
 Perhaps it should be no surprise that when social scientists choose 
to use individual or cultural ethics to extol the Japanese, they run into the 
same limitations as when they condemn internal migrants for the individual 
choices they make. Regardless, there is a dominant trend in the literature 
about Brazilian migrants that often degenerate into simply faulting the 
marginalized for choosing to be marginal. 

The Internalization of “Amorality” Amongst Favelados, Migrants and 
the Marginalized
 In her groundbreaking study, The Myth of Marginality, Janice Perlman 
surveys several schools of social theory that have helped construct a pervasive 
ideology that denigrates and demonizes Brazil’s internal migrant population 
as marginal. In virtually all of the selected trends in social science, it is the 
individual, and not the larger society in which he or she interacts, that is 
critically assessed. 
 Thus, in the Arquitectual-Ecological School one can find scholarly 
texts claiming that for favelados, “Their life styles are generally primitive, 
anti-hygienic, anti-social, amoral – everything conspires to make them 
negative elements in the social system.”60 Later, the School of Modernization 
would focus on the propensity of traditional societies to inhibit economic 
development. In 1961, Milikan and Blackmer would claim, “The underlying 
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requirement for change in all three areas (politics, economics, and social 
structures) is the modernization of attitudes. Modernity is a style of life....”61 
Interestingly, while the modernists would praise the development of urban 
industrial complexes, they would also criticize those individuals who migrated 
to fill a growing need for labor in the megalopolises of the Brazilian Southeast. 
Even though these migrants transformed their lives in the process, they were 
still viewed as too traditional. Analyzing the literary works conforming to the 
modernist school of thought, Perlman noted a trend whereby the “so-called 
unintegrated sectors, specifically the traditional masses in the countryside and 
in the cities who comprise the ‘marginal’ population... [would be identified as 
having] feelings of fatalism and religiosity; a distrust of science, technology, 
and innovation; an inability to plan for the future;… and an authoritarian, 
non-achievement-oriented personality type….62 
 Over the years, the marginalized, regardless of where they live, would 
continue to be blamed for the choices they make instead of the opportunities 
offered. In 1966, the United States Department of Health, Education and 
Welfare issued a report, Growing up Poor, that fell into what Perlman calls 
the “Culture of Poverty School” for claiming, “the subcultural adaptation 
to poverty would seem to interact with the poverty situation to perpetuate 
lower-class status.”63 However, just as the US government released official 
documents condemning the poor for their own poverty, the Brazilian 
government has attempted to address problems associated with economic 
deprivation by focusing on the individual and his or her life choices.
 The extent to which the collective is obfuscated by the individual can 
be epitomized to sickening proportions in Schefer-Hughes’s ethnography 
on a community of migrants and favelados in the Northeastern state of 
Pernambuco. In her chapter entitled “Nervoso,” the author seeks to “explore 
the process through which a population, only recently incorporated into 
the biomedical health care system, becomes prey to the medicalization of 
their needs.”64 To support this claim, Scheper-Hughes presented a series of 
cases where the residents of Alto do Cruziero have come to see their physical 
ailments as a function of their own biological shortcomings or inferiority 
instead of as a social ill related to their position in the local economy. Perhaps 
the most telling of these examples revolves around a mother’s (Prazeres) 
response to the imminent death of her toddler, Gil-Anderson, who didn’t 
“like” to eat food and was starving in the process. According to Scheper-
Hughes, after insisting that starving babies often loose their appetite:
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Prazeres replied that he was most certainly ‘sick’ because she had taken Gil to the 
clinic, to the hospital, and to various pharmacies in town, and each had given her 
remédios to cure him. I asked to see the medicines... There were in the collection 
antibiotics, painkillers, tranquilizers, sleeping pills, and, most painful of all, an 
appetite stimulant. The child was being ‘fed’ medicines (including a medicine to 
make him hungry) and then ‘denied’ food.”65

While, the case of Gil-Anderson is shocking, Schepher-Hughes’ text is rife 
with people lamenting “their sangue ruim, sangue fraco, sangue sujo (bad, weak, 
dirty blood); their ruined and wasted livers (figado estragado),” or other such 
perceived deficiencies.66 The author continues, noting that for the favelados 
of Alto do Cruzeiro, “These illnesses come from ‘inside,’ and they are not sent 
from God but come from man, the wages of extravagance, sin and wretched 
excess.” Thus, “the body reflects the interior moral life.”67

 What is rather remarkable about the examples given in Death Without 
Weeping is the degree to which community members have internalized the 
individual character faults projected upon them by more influential members 
of society. Moreover, there is a very distinct social order that is delineated 
in the process of drugging poverty. In the case of the favelados of the Alto 
do Cruzeiro, many, such as Seu Tomás, understand that “it’s easier to get 
help with remédios” from local government officials because “you can’t go 
to the mayor and beg for food!”68 Similar requests would be an affront to 
more privileged members of the political economy, as a demand for food 
would shift the blame of deprivation from the individual (in this case, on the 
“infirmed” and deprived) to the social order that reproduces hunger. After 
all, access to food is primarily determined by the social worth placed on the 
agricultural product and its consumer, and, as such reflects, a system of social 
values. Therefore, in evaluating the Alto do Cruzeiro favela, one may note 
that a stress on individualism, be it on the basis of genetic deficiencies or 
immorality, has served a distinct social purpose of reproducing a system of 
deprivation for some and privilege for others.
 There are also some important power dynamics in place when 
discussing the medicalization of poverty that are worth mentioning. In the case 
of the favelados of the Alto do Cruzeiro, large segments of a more vulnerable 
population accepted and even internalized messages about the primacy of 
individualism and medication in creating development. This ideology was 
propagated by a domestic elite composed, in part, by medical practitioners, 
such as the mayor, Dr. Felix. Clearly, this group was more influential, or 
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powerful, than the few favelados documented in Death without Weeping who 
did not seek pharmaceutical solutions to hunger or blame the individual for 
his or her deprivation. 
 For those interested in migration to the São Paulo State, there are 
lessons that can be applied to the more industrial Southeast from Scheper-
Hughes’ ethnography of one very specific Pernambucan community. Namely 
one can focus on the extent to which the individual values propagated in 
numerous schools of social science examining marginality have permeated 
Brazilian society. Such an ideology has proven itself influential to such a 
degree that even those who are attacked as amoral and maladaptive have 
internalized the message.3 As a result of this popularly perceived incapacity 
of migrants and favelados to properly administer their lives, the government 
and other powerful sectors of the Brazilian political economy have been able 
to push their own agendas. This has often occurred with total disregard to 
the stated interests of the marginalized. Such is the balance of power within 
Brazilian society.

SECTION III – RESPECTING THE PARTICULARITIES OF 
MIGRATION

 In part because we often change our actions in accordance to the way 
in which we are received, perceptions of migrant populations are important 
in explaining socio-economic mobility. However, the representation of any 
particular ethnic group amongst the population at large does not determine 
class. More often than not, the positive or negative portrayals of certain 
migrant communities within Brazilian society are influenced by the position 
of power that particular ethnic populations represent, and not the other way 

3  This is not to say that marginalized populations do not actively 
resist this ideology. Indeed, many favelados take pride in their heritage 
and morality while trying to redefine poverty as a social ill. Perlman 
(2005) and other scholars have documented that this resistance is of-
ten expressed in the form of art, as is the case with Seu Jorge’s modern 
interpretation of the popular samba, Eu Sou Favela (Seu Jorge, 2005). 
However, such arguments have largely been ignored, discredited, and 
marginalized by some of the most influential members of society. More-
over, with only limited means of mass communication, migrants and 
favelados have few opportunities to disseminate a counter-hegemonic 
message.
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around.  In order to offer a more complete analysis, the following section will 
try to explain the social insertion of internal migrants and Japanese immigrants 
to São Paulo State through a critical examination of their migration flows. 
All of this has to come within the context of the historically specific political 
economy into which all migrants are profoundly integrated.

A Theoretical Framework to Interpreting Migration
 In Brazil and abroad, migration is commonly perceived as a function 
of economic considerations alone. Thus, people move from places of 
lesser economic opportunity to regions with greater economic prospects. 
Occasionally, differences in political freedoms are also given credit as a 
stimulus to migration. Regardless, in popular discourse, there is the common 
perception that individuals choose to migrate solely in accordance to a cost-
benefit analysis. The migration process seems logical and automatic, perhaps 
resembling the process of osmosis studied in elementary biology.
 However, migration is not so simple. Indeed, in studying migration 
within the Americas, M. Patricia Hernández Kelly and Alejandro Portes 
criticized such a point of view for giving too much stress on economics. This 
near-hegemonic discourse is guilty, according to the authors, of dehumanizing 
the migrant into a “Homo economicus, a convenient ideological distortion 
that did not take into consideration alternative rationalities or contextual 
factors that diminish the attractiveness of economic gain.”69 More elaborate 
versions of this theory emphasize the importance of push-pull factors that 
include, among other factors, differences in socioeconomic and political 
freedoms. As such, a migrant may be pushed from his or her homeland due 
to limited economic opportunities or political repression just as migrant 
is pulled into receiving regions characterized by greater social freedoms or 
better employment prospects.70 
 Once looking at particular case studies, it is clear that push-pull 
factors alone cannot explain migration patterns. For instance, one could 
expect that the Greater Boston Area, a region exhibiting classic pull-factors 
and internationally renown for its high level of economic development, would 
be flooded with migrants fleeing from the lowest possible socioeconomic 
status within the most impoverished and repressive regions of the world. 
Yet, Boston’s immigrants are rarely the poorest of the poor. According 2000 
Census data, nearly half of Boston’s immigrants come from Latin America 
alone,71 a region that has maintained the highest level of GDP per capita in the 
entire developing world for at least the last forty years.72 Such a phenomenon 
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clearly challenges the established economic logic and may make one wonder 
why it is that poorer migrants are not immigrating in larger numbers.
 Part of the explanation behind the plurality of Latin Americans in 
both Boston’s and the nation’s immigrant population73 can be attributed 
to political and socio-economic linkages connecting sending and receiving 
regions. According to Fernández Kelly and Portes, “migration in general…
takes place not between independent economic systems but within systems 
whose various sectors have experienced differing types and levels of private 
and public investment.”74 Thus, according another migration scholar, “The 
worldwide evidence shows rather clearly that there is considerable patterning 
in the geography of migrations, and that the major receiving countries tend 
to get immigrants from their zones of influence.”75 Given a long history 
of US political intervention and economic investment in Latin America,76 
this emphasis on economic and social exchanges predating mass migration 
flows seems to be an appropriate one in explaining immigration from Latin 
America.  
 Once such linkages are formed, chain migration, or the phenomenon 
where each successive migrant strengthens the social networks needed 
to facilitate further migration, can proliferate. Indeed, in describing the 
particularities of Mexican immigration to the lands that now pertain to the 
United States but has historically been settled by people of Mexican origins, 
Nestór Rodriguez defined the process as autonomous. By autonomous 
migration, he “means that working-class communities in peripheral countries 
have developed their own policies of international employment independent 
of interstate planning.”77 In other words, once the first socio-political linkages 
have connected sending and receiving regions and have been sufficiently 
solidified through years of migration, the flow of people across boundaries 
often takes on a life of its own, despite the intentions of national governments 
to regulate it.

Brazilian Urbanization as Quintessential Human Migration
 If international migration, especially one through a heavily politicized 
and militarized border, can be described as “autonomous,” one can only 
imagine the implications for regions formally connected within state and 
federal governments. This is especially true when the political economy is 
actively promoting urban growth or consolidating regional authorities into 
one central and national government. 
 In Economia Política da Urbanização, Singer helps place the rise of 
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urban development and its relation to rural production within a theoretical 
context. The author notes, “What characterizes the country, in contrast to 
the city, is that it can be – and, in fact, often has been – self-sufficient.”78 
With this, one can begin to appreciate some of the socio-political linkages 
connecting the city and the farm. The development of an urban society has 
as a necessary prerequisite a rural economy capable of producing primary 
products far in excess of subsistence needs. According to Singer, it is only at 
this point that the country can transfer the surplus food to the city needed to 
support an urban existence.79

 However, the city is also dependent on a political economy that 
disregards principles of egalitarianism. To this, Singer claims, “It is still 
necessary that social institutions and a relationship of domination and 
exploration are created to assure a transfer of surplus from the country to 
the city.”80 Thus, the rise of the Brazilian megalopolis was also contingent 
on a government actively stimulating the supremacy of domestic urban 
development.
 Interestingly, Brazil’s rural society was both productive and 
extremely exploited for much of its history. Yet, even with these two 
essential preconditions, the movement of rural Brazilians to urban locales 
was rather unexpressive until midway through the twentieth century. This 
was largely because regional elites were quite content to ride boom and bust 
cycles in the sugar, gold, diamond, rubber and coffee industries without the 
presence of a strong national government. Indeed, with each successive cycle, 
a different region of the country would rise to power and make only the 
minor modifications needed to stimulate the export of primary goods to the 
highest bidders in Europe.81 With only minimal efforts to integrate Brazil’s 
rural society to its cities and the country’s surplus primary products heading 
over seas, the exploitation of rural society served primarily to augment the 
urbanization of Europe at the expense of national urban development. This is 
especially notable when considering that despite an abundance of agricultural 
laborers from the rural Brazilian Center and Northeast, domestic elites often 
preferred to import workers, first in the form of African slaves and later with 
the financing of European and “Oriental” immigrants.82

 The Great Depression and the 1930s would be a critical turning 
point within the context of Brazilian history and migration studies. Prior 
to this, the Brazilian economy experienced its last major boom and bust 
cycle with a devastating crash of the coffee economy in São Paulo State and 
much of the Brazilian Southeast.  From 1929 to 1931, the price of coffee, 
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Brazil’s major export, would plummet nearly 300%.83 Moreover, under the 
First Republic (1889-1930), Brazil experienced a period of “constitutional 
decentralization [that] allowed several states to gain virtual autonomy over 
their own development” and helped propel the states of São Paulo and Minas 
Gerais to a dominant position in the weak national government.84 As such, 
the Great Depression would eventually combine with growing dissatisfaction 
amongst domestic elites from outside the Paulista-Mineiro alliance to help 
burry the First Republic and bring about the rise of Getúlio Vargas in October 
of 1930.
 Under Vargas, Brazil would take its first steps away from an export 
“economy of desserts” and towards industrialization.85 During the late 
1930s, his “Estado Novo furnished a centralized apparatus through which 
Vargas and his aides could pursue economic development and organizational 
change.”86 Moreover, “The federal government assumed an aggressive role 
in the economy, organizing and strengthening marketing cartels…, and 
creating new state enterprises, such as the National Motor Factory….”87 
Later populist presidents, such as Juscelino Kubitschek, who promised 
“50 Years of Progress in 5,”88 would expand upon Vargas’ model of import 
substitution industrialization, urbanization and national integration to fuel 
the economic growth of the Southeast. Greater infrastructure development 
in communication and transportation designed to connect Brazil’s rapidly 
industrializing South to the country’s other major cities and its interior89 would 
couple with a stronger national government to create profound political and 
economic linkages. According to Taube, this was no accident, as “historically, 
migration has been a process of populating and furnishing manual labor 
in the regions that are subject to developmental policy, be it agricultural or 
industrial, and have been officially assumed as the government’s responsibility, 
thereby not occurring spontaneously as it is commonly believed.”90

 With this, the necessary preconditions of a productive agricultural 
sector and an exploitive society aimed to stimulate urban development 
were met. The floodgates were open. As such, with “invisible bridges” 
connecting sending and receiving regions, the standard push-pull factors – 
acute droughts, decreasing opportunities for the landless and small property 
owners, incredible wage differentials, and the prospects of a new life in the 
city – could now play out in the form of mass migration. And it did. 
 Between 1950 and 2000, the percentage of Brazilians living in urban 
districts would jump from 40% to 81%.91 Over thirty million Brazilians 
would leave their rural homes to the city in the 1970s alone, with the largest 
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portion going to São Paulo.92 During this time, approximately one in every 
five Brazilians would head off to the city.93 Although the major poles of 
attraction for migrants would begin a shift in the 1980s away from Brazil’s 
largest cities in the Southeast to smaller ones, including those located in the 
Amazon River Basin and the interior, migration to São Paulo would remain 
quite significant. Today, more than two-thirds (68%) of the São Paulo 
Metropolitan Area’s 20 million inhabitants were born outside of São Paulo 
State.94 Nearly 20% of these migrants have been in the São Paulo mesoregion 
for ten years or less.95

 As one may expect, with decades of heavy flows of urban-bound 
migrants, Brazilian internal migration is quite autonomous and self-
perpetuating. It is a process that state and federal governments can only 
influence, by creating new economic incentives and disincentives, but not 
control. Indeed, the primary determining factor for the migrant intent on 
relocation is the social networks that he or she can access in specific receiving 
regions. At first, when the migration channel has just begun, the prospective 
migrant often relies on the help of close family and friends who have already 
settled in a particular bairro, neighborhood, or favela. Over time, chain 
migration strengthens, diversifying the range of migrants so that more distant 
family members, from a wider range of places, can resettle in a growing range 
of places. However, for those with limited resources, options are still quite 
limited. Often the migrant is confined to a select list of favelas to potentially 
resettle in.
 Taube’s De Migrantes a Favelados provides excellent insight into the 
expansion of these social networks within the migratory process. In her 
study, the author documents the trajectory of the Gomes family as they 
packed their belongings and left the parched Sertão of the Northeast for 
more promising opportunities in the South. After emigrating from Crato, 
Ceará in 1928, where they had grown up as sharecroppers, the Gomes 
would eventually relocate to nine different cities in five Northeastern states 
before finally heading south in 1959.96 According to Taube, “The difficulty 
associated with obtaining manual labor… brought many fazenderos [from 
the coffee plantations of the south] to go seek the Brazilian worker, who was 
recruited in the most distant of regions, such as the Northeast.”97. So, it was 
in 1959 that recruiters from Paraná managed to convince several of the men 
in the Gomes family to work as wage laborers in the coffee plantations of the 
South.98  Eventually, wives, children and other family members would follow. 
However, while in the South, the Gomes family would migrate eight more 
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times in Paraná, being separated and reunited as a family several times in the 
process, before settling in the favelas of São Marcos in Campinas, São Paulo 
in 1976.99 Geographically situated between Campinas’ bustling industrial 
center and its ample agricultural economy, São Marcos could provide access 
to rural work during the harvest and urban employment during the off 
season.100 With time, increasingly distant relatives would join the Gomeses 
and settle in Campinas and expanding upon the process of chain migration.
 In accessing the case of the Gomes family, it is important to realize 
that not all migrants to Brazil’s industrial Southeast take as long to arrive. 
According to her sample of migratory paths to various favelas in the city of Rio 
de Janeiro, Perlman noted that most (54%) migrants “came directly to [Rio] 
from [their] birthplace,” with only relatively few taking two or more steps to 
arrive. Nor are all migrants rural or Northeastern in origin. Indeed, Perlman 
confirmed that 32% of migrants emigrated from the Northeast while 19% 
did not originate from a city.101 Other scholars focusing on migration to São 
Paulo noted that the city’s largest migrant community is not Northeastern 
but actually is comprised of fellow Paulistas, migrants from other regions 
within the state of São Paulo.102

 Regardless, when interviewed, José Carlos Guireli, a published author, 
documentary filmmaker, and resident of São Marcos since 1967, commented 
that Taube’s findings were not atypical for stressing the importance of social 
networks. In his time in São Marcos, Guireli could note successive waves of 
migrants coming from particular towns and concentrating in distinct bairros 
within the favela. The first migrants tended to come from certain regions 
within Minas Gerais, although São Marcos would later receive emigrants 
from the Northeast, particularly from the states of Pernambuco and Bahia. 
In discussing the importance of family ties in attracting migrants, Guireli 
would joke, saying that it is virtually impossible to find an abandoned home 
in São Marcos because before any migrant family moves out, they had already 
arranged for a family member back home to come over and occupy the 
unit.103 Such statements coincide with the findings discovered by Perlman 
in Rio noting that 84% of the 494 migrants interviewed knew of relatives or 
friends in the city prior to migration.104

 A remarkable study by the Núcleo de Estudos de População (NEPO) 
at the State University of Campinas (UNICAMP), would further validate 
the importance of chain migration in Brazilian urbanization using empirical 
data from the 2000 census to disaggregate migration trends. This was done 
by mapping residents in the Mesoregion of São Paulo according to the state 
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of last residence with Geographic Information Systems (GIS) techniques. 
Thus, numerous maps were produced according to the state of emigration, 
with some showing clear residential concentrations encircling the periphery 
of São Paulo and others being more dispersed settlement. From this, the 
group concluded that, “there appears to be a more uneven distribution of 
migrants from the rest of the state of São Paulo than there is for migrants 
from Bahia. Similarly, …there is greater segregation among migrants from the 
Northeastern state of Pernambuco than there is from the Southeastern state 
of Minas Gerais.”105 According to the authors, such findings were “directly 
in line with our hypothesis regarding the influence of chain migration and 
social capital in clustering,” on the basis that the most segregated migrant 
communities tended to emigrate from poorer regions with smaller and less 
established migration flows.106 
 While the geographic point of departure is important in diversifying 
the options available for settlement, as is especially the case with Brazilian 
migration, you are only as powerful as the people you know. Thus, unless 
the migrant comes from a significant position of privilege and can count 
on the help of more influential people, the favela remains the most popular 
form of housing for the migrant to be inserted into. Many of these favelas are 
attractive for their geographic location. In Rio, Perlman noted that favelas are 
often situated near important job markets, free medical clinics, schools, or 
other important social services.107 Taube would come to a similar conclusion 
in accessing the value of São Marcos within Campinas’s socio-economic 
constructs.108 Historically, the favela also had the critical benefit of being 
rent-free. Even during the 1970s, when migration to the major cities of the 
Southeast were peaking, affording space in a favela often consisted of the 
migrant paying a small fee to “the former tenant for the privilege of succeeding 
him” or building a shack or barraco in a vacant lot.109 Although “there is now 
a thriving internal real estate market for rental and purchase, with prices in 
the most desirable favelas…rivaling those of regular neighborhoods,” favelas 
continue to be the only housing most migrants can afford.110 
 Once in these urban environments, the migrant seems to be quite 
capable at making do with minimal resources. Writing in 1976, Perlman 
claimed, “The favela provides a community where friends and neighbors can 
be counted on for mutual favors: there is always someone to leave the children 
with; an accommodating neighbor with a refrigerator where the baby’s milk 
can be kept…, someone whose sewing machine can be borrowed….”111 Just 
as importantly, there is a dynamic and informal economy within the favela, 
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one where goods and services can be exchanged on credit.112 For a population 
commonly barred from accessing credit through more formal institutions, 
such relations are essential to survival.
 Despite this resourcefulness, migrants still must contend with the 
fact that the resources available are often insufficient to allow for rapid 
development and social mobility. Housing is habitually precarious in the 
favelas, leaving residents susceptible to a number of hazards. At the time 
of Taube’s study, the barracos of São Marcos in Campinas were commonly 
built near small streams that provide “natural sewers” but also suffer frequent 
flooding and mudslides.113 Similar conditions were noted in Scheper-Hughes’s 
ethnography as a major cause of water-borne illnesses.114 Diarrhea, one of 
many diseases associated with water pollution, was believed to be the cause 
of 74% of all infant and child deaths on the favela of the Alto do Cruzeiro in 
Pernambuco.115 It would be a while before the favela would receive such basic 
necessities as access to electricity, piped water, and plumbing. According to 
Guireli, it would only be after significant popular mobilization in 1974 and 
1975 that the favelados of São Marcos negotiate infrastructural investment 
from the municipal government.116 Other favelas, like those in the city of 
Rio de Janeiro, would have to wait until the Favela-Barrio Program in 1995 
to see a comprehensive attempt by the government to rapidly expand basic 
infrastructure.117

 In addition to such infrastructural deprivation, many migrants and 
favelados had to contend with a persistent threat of being forcibly removed 
from their homes. Although the Brazilian government would begin a 
campaign to officially recognize the land rights of favela residents with the 
return of democratic institutions during the second half of the 1980s, such 
squatter settlements have historically been defined by the illegality of their 
existence.118 Indeed, the very notion of the favela was originally constructed 
on the idea that its residents invaded and settled on occupied lands. As such, 
the favelado is deemed to have no legal rights to the land he or she resides on, 
which makes for very insecure housing. This informality can actually often be 
quite beneficial, as the lack of regulation can facilitate migrant insertion and 
voluntary relocation. However, without any legal land rights, the favelado 
can only benefit from such illicit housing so long as there is no one else with 
more influence interested in the same plot of land.
 The lack of legal land tenure would become a major problem for 
migrants during the years of the military dictatorship (1964-85), just as the 
State of São Paulo was experiencing its most intense period of in-migration. 
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Even under both Vargas and the ensuing populist governments, elaborate 
plans at favela removal were devised, including a 1947 Commission for the 
Eradication of the Favelas designed to “return [sic] favela residents to their 
states of origins, commit [sic] favela residents over the age of 60 to State 
Institutions, and expel [sic] from the favela all families whose incomes exceeded 
a set minimum.”119 However, these plans were never fully executed until a 
military coup in 1964 normalized more acute forms of repression and state 
control. According to Perlman, it was only with the military dictatorship that 
the “government had the power, centralization, and resources to implement 
full-scale eradication.”120 Because even military dictatorships are dependent 
on the acquiescence of the masses, favela removal was marketed by the 
government as a humanitarian act designed to relocate the favelados in more 
suitable housing that they could one day purchase.121 Still, when residents 
saw these new public housing projects or conjuntos and were not pleased, the 
military regime did not hesitate to raid favelas with heavily armed soldiers, 
burn entire neighborhoods to the ground, and forcibly load favelados onto 
garbage trucks heading towards their new settlements at the city’s margins.122 
Such actions made it clear that the clearing of “valuable inner-city land for 
more ‘profitable’ uses” took precedence over any humanitarian concerns.123

While the military government failed to eradicate many of the nation’s favelas, 
the dictatorship still posed a major threat to those residents who managed 
to stay in the favelas. Guireli would recall that even highly organized and 
ultimately successful drives to resist removal from the favelas of São Marcos 
in Campinas did prove to be quite taxing on the communities physical and 
emotional resources.124 Moreover, the persistent threat of removal would 
prove to be a significant disincentive for residents interested in upgrading 
their barracos.
 Former favelados relocated to the conjuntos often benefited from 
more spacious housing and improved access to basic infrastructure that 
corresponded to a noticeable improvement in child health.125 However, favela 
removal remained a dreadful prospect. Well over two-thirds of the favelados 
in Perlman’s samples of numerous favelas in Rio were against relocation.126 
The most common justification for this opposition was the increased distance 
from work and the cost of transportation associated with relocation.127 
Indeed, in his studies on life in Rio’s conjuntos, Rush noted that over half 
of all families spent more than a tenth of their income on transportation 
for the head of the household alone while employment amongst women 
and children in the conjunto would drop by over 33%.128 Such findings did 
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not bode well for migrants when considering that instead of free housing 
in the favelas, conjunto residents would often pay more than 75% of their 
household income on housing.129 These factors would contribute to 53% of 
Rush’s conjunto sample wishing to return to their old homes in the favelas. 
This figure would rise to 70% if the resident could return to an upgraded and 
urbanized favela.130

 As it so often occurs, deteriorating social conditions accompanied 
increased economic stress in the conjuntos. Many favelados were separated 
from their closest family and friends once resettled in the conjunto. As a result, 
Perlman noted that conjunto residents would often long for the emotional 
support structure of the favela. By the mid 1970s, Perlman already recognized 
that suspicion and distrust were on the rise in the conjunto while residents 
“repeatedly [commented] there is more violence there than in the favela.”131 
In some cases, conditions in the conjuntos would deteriorate to such an extent 
that they would inspire award-winning films dealing with matters of crime 
and violence such as Cidade de Deus (2002).
 Although the conjunto is noticeable for its accentuated levels of 
criminal activity relative to the favela and other forms of urban housing, it is 
important to recognize an alarming increase in violence over the last couple 
of decades throughout Brazilian society. Writing in 2005, Perlman claimed, 
“The most dramatic and devastating change for Rio’s poor over these [last 
three] decades… is the growth of lethal violence within the favelas. In 1969, 
people were afraid of their homes and communities being removed by the 
government. Today they are afraid of dying in the crossfire between drug 
dealers and police or between rival gangs….”132 In this time, the percentage 
of people citing violence and crime as the worst things about living in 
Rio would nearly quadruple from 16 to 60%, reflecting a real increase in 
homicide rates. By 2001, between 18 and 20% of the original interviewees, 
their children, and their grandchildren reported at least one family member 
who had been killed.133

 While some of the blame can be attributed to the favela removal 
program, there clearly have been larger socio-economic forces underway. 
Just as deteriorating economic opportunities in the conjunto contributed to 
increased criminal activity and violence, a major transition in the Brazilian 
and international economy away from manufacturing and towards the service 
industries has also contributed to increased social unrest. Guireli would cite 
rising unemployment since the 1990s, when the domestic economy became 
increasingly privatized as foreign institutions mandated drastic structural 
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readjustment programs, as a major source to the “grave social problems” of 
São Marcos and Campinas.134 Perlman would come to a similar conclusion, 
lamenting “the fact that unemployment rates are twice as high for the second 
generation as for their parents is telling.”135 She would add, “In the 1969 
study, 31% of the sample had been unemployed for more than a month, 
whereas among their children (who are now of comparable age to that of 
their parents when we did the original study), it is 65%.”136

 Thus, during peak periods of in-migration to the industrialized 
Southeast, migrants managed to insert themselves into a vibrant economy 
in the favela and industrial Southeast, despite significant efforts by more 
influential members of society to make sure that their integration was also 
accompanied with a strong dosage of subjugation. Today, however, the 
migrant and his or her children are stuck in an urban economy with few 
escape valves. While the urban economy becomes increasingly closed to 
those with limited access to education, the informal economies of the favela 
and conjunto have becoming increasingly hazardous with the rise of informal 
militias and drug traffickers.
 In such a hostile environment, it has proven to be near impossible for 
migrants to escape urban poverty. While the NEPO study from UNICAMP 
shows that that short-term migrants tend to be more concentrated along 
the periphery of São Paulo’s mesoregion than long-term migrants, there is 
little reason to believe that a slight increase in dispersion is associated with 
a major improvement in housing and living standards.137 In revisiting The 
Myth of Marginality in 2005, Perlman would note that less than a third of her 
original interviewees were able to move into a legal neighborhood. Moreover, 
it would only be in the third generation of migrants, the grandchildren of 
the original sample population, that a majority (51%) had secured housing 
outside of the favelas and conjuntos.138 Ultimately, the pioneering efforts of 
Brazil’s first internal migrants to take advantage of a national integration and 
industrialization plan would be stunted by a government that was unable to 
halt an autonomous flow of migrants from entering São Paulo State but still 
intent on creating a serious disincentive for continued settlement once such 
migration became economically superfluous.  

Japanese Migration as Contract Labor
 While São Paulo’s Japanese community would exhibit strong elements 
of chain migration, their immigrant trajectory was quite different from 
that of Brazil’s internal migrants. As one may expect when considering the 
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international movement of people between two different continental masses, 
Japanese immigration was hardly autonomous. Instead, Japanese entry to 
Brazil would historically be subject to significant elements of state control. 
 It would take considerable efforts by the Japanese and Brazilian 
governments to negotiate the first wave of Japanese migrants to São Paulo 
State. The Prado Jordão Trading Company would make the first attempt 
to initiate Japanese migration to Brazil in 1894; however the lack of formal 
diplomatic relations between the two countries and a significant drop in 
coffee prices would stall any agreement on the matter.139 By 1907, things 
had changed. Brazil and Japan signed their first commercial pact in 1985, 
thereby initiating official relation.140 Later, Japan would suffer from an 
economic recession following the Russo-Japanese War and a curtailment 
of immigration opportunities to the US and Canada, especially after the 
“gentleman’s agreement” of 1907.  In São Paulo State, a need for cheap 
labor would become particularly pronounced after the Italian government 
instituted a ban on emigration to Brazil in 1902, just as the international 
coffee market became increasingly profitable.141 With wages on the coffee 
plantations 10 times greater than those available in Japan,142 the Japanese 
government scrambling to redirect an increasing flow of potential emigrants, 
and Brazilian plantation owners desperate for immigrant labor, the conditions 
were ripe for an international labor agreement. On November 6, 1907, the 
Brazilian president Jorge Tibirica and Ryo Mizuno, president of the Toyo 
Imin Gaisha, penned a contract to bring 3,000 Japanese immigrants to São 
Paulo State.143 The following year, 781 Issei would land in Santos harbor 
aboard the Kasto-maru, initiating the first wave of Japanese contract laborers 
to Brazil.
 While migration tends to be a highly self-selective process where only 
those with a significant amount of social and physical capital are willing to 
take the risks associated with resettlement, the Japanese immigrants arriving 
on the Katso-maru would stand out as an incredibly select group of pioneers. 
Before embarking in Japan, many of these migrants were required to take 
“Emigration Training” courses where they were instructed to “above all, do 
nothing to make Japan ashamed that she sent you to represent her.”144 More 
importantly, in exchange for subsidized passage, the Paulista government 
insisted that migrants come from agricultural backgrounds without any 
history of radical politics and required that Japanese men be accompanied by 
three additional family members of working age (defined 12 years or older), 
one of which had to be a woman.145 Thus, among the first 781 Japanese 
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immigrants to arrive in Brazil, there were 165 families, 593 males and 188 
females.146 Especially when compared with other pioneer migration flows, 
the number of women and families aboard the Katso-maru and later waves 
of Japanese migrants to Brazil is remarkably high, even if one considers that 
many of the Japanese would falsely claim fellow migrants as family to qualify 
for state subsidies.147 
 Although Adachi would claim that “the reason for this family 
immigration policy was that if immigrants had their families with them they 
could not run away as easily under the cover of night,”148 other scholars seem 
to be a good deal less cynical. Indeed, the settlement process was greatly 
facilitated by the fact that the migrants were contractually assigned to certain 
plantations according to their region of origin.149 Working alongside family 
and others with a shared regional identity would prove to be an excellent 
catalyst for community building. Determined to move out of the coffee 
plantation as wage laborers, many of the Japanese would pool resources and 
cooperatively buy small plots of land. This transition would typically take no 
more than two to five years.150 By the 1910s, there would already be two major 
Japanese-owned settlements at Iguape and Presidente Penna.151 According to 
Lone, the migrants were beneficiaries of a long legal tradition allowing for 
the foreign ownership of land, adding, “In earlier years, the Brazilian imperial 
government had created semi-autonomous settlements for migrants in the 
country’s south and had been highly successful in attracting German and 
Italian colonists.”152 In more recent times, São Paulo State had also supported 
the proliferation of such “colônias” with similar achievements.153

 However, the legal right to land and proximity to family, friends and 
compatriots were not the only aspects of Japanese life that promoted land 
ownership and settlement. During the 1920s, Japan would step up its efforts 
to use emigration as a part of national policy. In this time, the Japanese would 
have to deal with “the twin problems of population growth and economic 
instability” along with “rising urban and agrarian unrest.”154 Especially after 
the passage of the Asian Exclusion Act of 1924 in the United States, emigration 
to Brazil would be a necessary escape valve for the Japanese government. 
Thus, “Near the end of World War I, the Tokyo government, seeking to 
facilitate immigration to Brazil, amalgamated three smaller and financially 
insecure immigration companies into the Kaigai Kogyo Kabushiki Kaisa, or 
KKKK (Overseas Development Corporation)…[designed] to recruit and 
transport contract immigrants, extend loans to immigrants and colonists, 
and invest in colonization projects abroad.”155 Once the government of São 
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Paulo State ended its subsidies to overseas migrants in 1926-7, these efforts 
were essential to increasing immigration to Brazil.156 
 Still, Japan’s emigration policy was not aimed simply at sending its 
citizens to foreign lands. It was also intent on preventing return migration by 
securing the economic prosperity of the Nikkei abroad to promote permanent 
settlements and prevent return migration.157 Along with the KKKK, another 
Japanese governmental organization known as the Burataku to the Nikkei 
in Brazil would be primarily dedicated to promoting land ownership in São 
Paulo with significant economic support. From 1929 to 1934 alone, the 
Japanese government would extend more than $324,000 in grants to 5,264 
colonists to purchase 541,112 acres of land.158

 This investment came at a critical time in Brazilian history. With a 
global depression beginning in 1929, the international coffee market would 
crash again. Many plantation owners responded by selling significant plots of 
land, glutting the real estate market with cheap farmlands.159 Moreover, the 
exchange rate favored the Japanese yen over the Brazilian milreis at the time, 
making foreign investment in Brazilian agriculture all the more profitable.160 
Just as importantly, with the rise of the Vargas Regime in the 1930s came 
significant reforms for rural Brazilians. The Nikkei were not left out. According 
to Lone, “As a consequence, Sao Paulo state enjoyed a further boom in the 
opening of new land, especially by migrant landowners.”161 With all these 
factors in place, between 1920 and 1934, landownership rates amongst the 
Japanese in São Paulo State would increase thirty times over from 37,912 
hectares to 1,014,206 hectares.162 By 1940, 76.7% of the Nikkei owned 
their own farms – a truly remarkable figure, especially when considering that 
Brazil’s agricultural landholding is one of the most unequally distributed in 
the world.163

 While the migration process itself was under significant state 
control and contingent on a government contract, once in their settled 
communities, the Japanese were given a significant degree of freedom and 
autonomy. Governmental involvement would predominantly come in the 
form of investment opportunities and not in repression for the Japanese 
colônias. Indeed, for much of their time in Brazil, the Nikkei were extended 
significant political freedoms and were allowed to build schools and hospitals 
in the language of their choice without interference.164 According to Lone, 
even during times of increased nationalist fervor, “One should note here the 
willingness of Brazilian nationalists to blame themselves rather than to search 
for foreign scapegoats.”165
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 During the 1930s, there would be significant changes in Brazil’s 
formal immigration policy. Only three years after a new constitution would 
legalize a quota on international migration to Brazil in 1934, Vargas would 
impose another constitution, thereby inaugurating his Estado Novo in 
1937. This new government aimed to consolidate power under a federal 
order and promote an invigorated sense of nationalism.166 As such, a great 
deal of rhetoric would denounce “the alleged union of Jewish migrants and 
communism, and the presence of fascist sympathies among the German and 
Italian communities.”167 By 1938, the Brazilian government would step up 
regulations on immigrant populations and “a series of laws was introduced 
to minimize the capacity of ethnic communities to erect social and cultural 
barriers between themselves and Brazilians.”168 As was previously mentioned 
in Section II, these restrictions would nominally prohibit schooling in 
languages other than Portuguese and ban any single non-Brazilian ethnicity 
from exceeding a quarter of any agrarian settlement, among other things.169 
One may assume that the Estado Novo would shatter the autonomy of 
Japanese settlements.
 However, like so many other governmental proclamations in Brazil, 
these new legal restrictions would go unenforced. A number of Japanese 
scholars took great pride in admitting that Japanese-language instruction 
continued during this period in defiance of the nationalist laws. To this, 
Lone would add, “It is quite evident… that their ‘underground’ existence 
was poorly concealed,” citing several examples of government officials visiting 
schools in the Japanese colônias where the students were “utterly incapable 
of conversation” in Portuguese and no Portuguese books could be found.170 
Indeed, despite government restrictions, there would be a great deal of 
goodwill, tolerance and humor connecting the Nikkei to Brazilian society. 
Intermarriage between Japanese and the various other ethnic populations in 
Brazil would become increasingly prevalent during the 1930s,171 as would 
their active participation in carnival celebrations.172 A number of Japanese-
language newspapers would not only praise cross-cultural musical and athletic 
interactions,173 but also publish front-page articles with headlines declaring 
“Sao Paulo city policemen – truly kind!”174 Thus, even during these times of 
greatest government repression, a common sense of humanity and tolerance 
would predominate over despair.
 These conditions would differ drastically from those experienced by 
the Japanese in North America and many other Latin American countries. 
There, Nikkei populations had “to confront the great challenges of dislocation, 
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deportation, and wide-scale confiscation of their property” in the period 
leading up to and during World War II.175 Instead, the Japanese expatriate 
community in Brazil would emerge in the post-war era intact and ready to 
capitalize off of an expanding urban and industrial economy in São Paulo. 
Between 1958 and 1988, the Nikkei community would go from a population 
that was 55% rural to one where 89% of Japanese-Brazilians lived in urban 
environments.176 By the late 1970s, approximately one in every three Nikkei 
in Brazil would live in the São Paulo mesoregion.177 
 In this sense, São Paulo’s Japanese would emulate a larger Brazilian 
trend towards rapid urbanization in the years following World War II. 
However, unlike Brazil’s internal migrants, the Nikkei would rarely be 
inserted into the favela. During the 1960s and early 1970s, Japanese firms, 
such as Toyota, Toshiba and Nippon Electric, would expand their operations 
in São Paulo and look to the Nikkei to run their enterprises in Brazil.178 
More importantly, economic prosperity in agriculture would prove to be an 
essential springboard for upward social mobility in São Paulo’s major cities. 
Not only would land tenure provide an important buffer during periodic 
cycles of hyperinflation, but many Japanese agriculturalists would also use 
land ownership to strengthen ties to the city of São Paulo by investing heavily 
in truck farming to transport produce to Brazil’s largest metropolis. This 
urban-rural linkage would be the crux behind which the Japanese-run Cotia 
co-operative would expand into Latin America’s most successful farming 
collective in the post-war era.179

 Thus, by 1988, the Nikkei clearly had launched themselves into a 
position of significant prosperity. Approximately 28% of the Japanese in 
Brazil were employed in management and office work, another 20% were 
in business and sales, and an additional 16% worked in professional and 
technical fields.180 Only 10% were involved in the service industries or 
manufacturing. Most remarkable of all, whereas 55.9% of the Nikkei toiled 
in agriculture and fisheries in 1958, over the course of three decades, that 
figure would drop to 10%.181 
 Beginning in the 1980s, Japanese migration trends would shift 
again. Despite occupying a privileged position within the Brazilian economy, 
hundreds of thousands of Nikkei Brazilians became disgruntled with a 
stagnant Brazilian economy and decided to reverse course and immigrate 
to Japan in the hopes of capitalizing off of the prosperity of their ancestral 
home as dekasagi or temporary migrant laborers.182 Regardless, looking back 
at the 99 year-old history of Japanese migration to Brazil, São Paulo’s Nikkei 
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community stands out for its astonishingly rapid rate of upward social 
mobility.
 
SECTION IV - CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

 At the outset of this paper, I sought to explain how two very different 
streams in popular opinion had emerged by focusing on the socio-economic 
position that Japanese and internal migrant communities occupy. After 
looking at a number of class indicators, it became quite apparent that today 
these two populations represent opposite ends of Brazil’s social hierarchy. 
Whereas the Japanese had the highest employment rates, the lowest incidence 
of illiteracy, were well represented in the professional and academic fields and 
generally exhibited all the signs of privilege, São Paulo’s internal migrants 
typically experienced just the contrary. However, to properly deconstruct 
common stereotypes about these migrants, I would have to explore the 
historic evolution of the internal migrant and Nikkei communities.
 To do this, I perused the reasons that prominent scholars offered for 
the remarkable upward social-mobility of the Nikkei and the comparatively 
stagnant position of internal migrants. Amongst Japanese writers, the Nikkei 
were extolled for their exemplary morality. Japanese immigrants were deemed 
to be uniquely determined to succeed and dedicated to working hard and 
diligently. Just as importantly, the Nikkei invested heavily on their children’s 
education. Outside of this ethical analysis, some scholars, and Jeffrey Lesser 
in particular, would focus instead on the ability of the Japanese to successfully 
negotiate a privileged position for themselves in Brazilians society. They did 
this by consciously advancing an ultranationalist image of themselves. The 
Nikkei, therefore, would be seen as being as ancestrally connected to the land 
as the Amerinidans and as White – that is, industrious – as the Euro-Brazilian 
elite.  With regards to São Paulo’s internal migrants, several schools of thought 
would come up with a remarkably similar analysis concentrating on individual 
initiative, morality and culture. Urban society’s newest constituents would 
then be considered uninterested in material accumulation, incapable of self-
investment, unwilling to take advantage of ample opportunities, culturally 
maladaptive, insular, lazy, and positively amoral, among other things.
 Lamentably, these scholarly texts had a number of flaws. Ethics 
and morality, for instance, are impossibly difficult qualities to measure 
consistently, as their definitions are subjective and vary not only from one 
person to the next, but also from moment to moment. Moreover, assuming 
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the individual to be master of his or her own destiny4 ignores an important 
power analysis. Quite simply, within today’s modern economy, the individual 
does not exist independently without the presence of a larger collective or 
society of individuals. Thus, whatever choices any one person makes can only 
be enacted within a set of social limits. However, what does change from 
person to person is the degree of influence that the individual has within a 
larger political economy.
 With this in mind, I investigated the historic insertion of Japanese 
immigrants and São Paulo’s internal migrants within the Brazilian political 
economy while focusing on the relationship that these two populations 
would cultivate with government entities, institutions with immense sway in 
society. 
 In short, I found the privileged position of the Japanese to be greatly 
influenced by the protections afforded to them from both the governments of 
Japan and Brazil. This was largely because their insertion within São Paulo’s 
social fabric would be subject to significant state control and contingent 
on extensive contract negotiations between the two nation-states. Both 
governments could therefore regulate the number of Japanese immigrants 
admitted to Brazil, keeping their population under considerable control. 
With this buffer, Brazil could afford to allow the Nikkei a significant degree 
of freedom once in their new country. Just as importantly, when the Japanese 
state found it opportune to ensure that emigrants did not return home, 
they made the necessary investments to help Nikkei communities secure 
land tenure and economic prosperity. As such, Nikkei settlement would 
be granted both the capital investment and liberty needed for autonomous 
development in agrarian settlements. This would then serve as a catalyst for 
more accentuated social-mobility as the Japanese began to adventure into the 
city during the post-war era.
 The role of government in São Paulo’s internal migrant communities 
would prove to be completely different, if not entirely inverted. While Japanese 
immigration could be characterized by significant state control over the terms 
of entry and autonomy over settlement, internal migration would be notable 
for the autonomous migration of workers and the governmental harassment of 
migrants once settled in the favela. After the federal government invested in a 
process of national integration and rapid urban development in the Southeast 

4  I say this without the intent of discrediting the power that people 
have to shape the world they live in. The individual is neither all-power-
ful nor completely powerless.
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beginning in the 1930s, the state essentially created the political and economic 
linkages needed to foment an autonomous flow of migrants to Brazil’s urban 
core in São Paulo. Controlling the legal entry of migrants from one region 
to another would prove to be politically undesirable. To compensate for this, 
the military dictatorship would assert its authority over the resettlement 
process by denying those without legal land tenure the right to autonomous 
development. When considering the connection between internal migration 
and life in the favela, this persecution would be devastating. Communities 
would be divided as they were relocated away from economically productive 
regions and inserted into conjuntos that did not serve the migrants’ needs. 
Pushed to the margins without any significant capital investment, these new 
communities would be isolated from needed resources and plagued by the 
social ill that is poverty. By the time a democratic government would begin 
to recognize the legal rights of migrants and favelados, much of the damage 
had already been done.
 Thus, in accessing the divergent trajectories of Brazil’s internal migrants 
and Japanese immigrants, I hope to have made apparent how the social 
mobility of migrant communities is tied more to the group’s relationship to 
more influential institutions - that is, their position of power within a larger 
political economy – than to their ethics, morality, and individual initiative, 
as several prominent scholars seem to suggest. With this finding comes an 
important policy imperative as it becomes clear that states do indeed have 
immense power in either stimulating or stunting development amongst 
more vulnerable parts of society. To this, both the Japanese and Brazilian 
governments deserve credit and praise for creating fertile conditions in 
which the Nikkei could thrive. Likewise, such an understanding also requires 
that the blame behind the favela’s shortcomings be shifted away from their 
migrant residents and towards the social institutions that have produced and 
continue to reproduce conditions of misery.
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Images of International Migration in 
a ChangingWorld: A Photographic 
Exploration
foreword by Kalpana Ganti

Migration results in redefining the composition of a nation state 
such as diversification of its demographics from increased foreign 
immigration or greater homogeneity due to an emigrating class 

or ethnicity. The impact of international migration has manifested itself not 
only in changing labor statistics and population sizes but also in a visual 
medium captured by images of mass movements, protests and various forms 
of travel. The photographic images in this year’s issue of Hemispheres delve 
into these various ways that migration occurs.
 The shifting of populations from relatively poorer countries to those 
that are wealthier can be seen ubiquitously: Nicaraguan migration to Costa 
Rica or Arab and African movement to France and Spain respectively. The 
increasing African population in Spain has resulted in tensions between the 
settled populace and the new growing one; with an already problematic 
Spanish labor market, relations are bound to be strenuous. The photo of an 
African man being arrested while waiting in line for a work permit shows 
such a stress in the labor force.
 More obvious in many cases than these, however, is mass uprooting 
of a group forcefully and unfortunately, involuntarily. This type of movement 
creates greater heterogeneity in the receiving countries, and is an example of 
migration that creates diversification. Refugees are the most blatant example 
of such migratory hardships as seen in the photographs of Chadian and East 
African refugees. 
 Travel within ones country is one of the more accessible enactments 
of migration. Movement within a nation results in a churning of the 
population, enlivening of the culture, and the creation of a more cohesive 
national identity. Traveling internationally allows for opening traditions, 
increasing the adaptability of markets and broadening a country’s horizons 
to connect with the rest of the world. The Chinese travelers in our photo 
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section are making just 1 of 1.89 billion journeys within China during a 
travel season: an apt representation of the stirring of a   population.
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A Spanish policeman drags away an unidentified illegal African immigrant 
after the arrest of several others from a square in Barcelona, northeastern 
Spain, Aug. 16, 2001 where the would-be immigrants have been camping 
while waiting for work permits. (AP Photo/EFE, Albert Olive))
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Chinese travelers huddle together from the cold as they wait for their train at 
a train station in Beijing, China, Jan. 19, 2004. Given that China is home to 
more people than any other country, the travel statistics are mind-boggling: 
An unprecedented 1.89 billion journeys by bus, train, air or ship will be 
made during the Spring Festival travel season, centered around the Jan. 22 
start of the new year, according to estimates by the ministries of railways and 
communications. (AP Photo/Ng Han Guan)
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Gypsies walk past the ruins of the barracks at the former Nazi concentration 
camp of Auschwitz-Birkenau to remember those who perished in the 
Holocaust in Oswiecim, Poland, Aug. 2, 2006. About 200 people gathered 
at Auschwitz on Wednesday to honor the Gypsies killed by the Nazis, 62 
years after most of the camp’s last 2,900 Gypsy inmates were gassed. ( AP 
Photo) **POLAND OUT**



 
153

        
Hemispheres, Vol. 31, 2008

A Photographic Exploration

An Afghan refugee girl asks for a blanket during a relief distribution in Kabul, 
Afghanistan, Thursday, Feb. 14, 2008. Nationwide cold weather, snowstorms 
and avalanches have claimed at least 654 lives and more than 100,000 sheep 
and goats, according to the Afghanistan National Disaster Management 
Commission. (AP Photo/Rafiq Maaqbool)
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Madeline Elminowski, 7, from China, is held by her adopted mother Marie 
Elminowski, of Buffalo, during a ceremony celebrating her citizenship and 
the Child Citizenship Act in Buffalo, N.Y., Oct. 22, 2004. (AP Photo/David 
Duprey)
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Thousands of people gather on the National Mall, to protest the genocide 
in Darfur, April 30, 2006 in Washington. Actors, athletes and activists 
concerned about the atrocities in Sudan’s Darfur region joined politicians 
and religious leaders in urging a greater U.S. role in ending what the United 
Nations says is the world’s worst humanitarian disaster. (AP Photo/Manuel 
Balce Ceneta)
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78 would-be immigrants are seen arriving in a boat to the port of Los 
Cristianos, on the Spanish Canary Island of Tenerife, Monday, May 22, 2006. 
The archipelago had received more than 6,900 Africans so far that year, more 
than half to the tourist resort island of Tenerife, the Interior Ministry office 
in the Canary Islands said. In the same period, at least 1,000 more were 
believed to have died trying to make the sea crossing, mostly in small fishing 
boats. (AP Photo/Arturo Rodriguez) ** EFE OUT **
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Chadian refugees walk inside a refugee camp at the border town of Kousseri, 
Cameroon, Feb. 7, 2008. The U.N. estimates at least 20,000 people fled to 
neighboring Cameroon after fighting broke out in Chad’s capital, N’Djamena. 
International relief efforts have not yet been mounted. (AP Photo/Sunday 
Alamba)
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Interview with Karen Jacobsen, Ph.D., 
Refugees and Forced Migration 
Program, Feinstein International 
Center
conducted by Arun Yang with additional reporting by Ernest Kim

Karen Jacobsen, Ph.D. is Associate Professor at the School of Nutrition 
and Science Policy, Tufts University, and teaches at the Fletcher 
School (Tufts). She is based at the Feinstein International Center 

where she leads the Refugees and Forced Migration Program. Jacobsen’s 
current research focuses on urban refugees and IDPs, and on financial 
interventions in conflict-affected areas, ad she is working on a book on 
refugee camps. She directed the Alchemy Project from 2001-2005, which 
provided grants and conducted research and impact evaluations on micro-
enterprise initiatives in displaced communities in Africa. She has worked 
with International Refugee Council (IRC) on a survey of Burmese migrants 
in Thailand, and with Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) / Internal 
Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) on surveys of urban IDPs. Her 
most recent book, The Economic Life of Refugees was published in 2005. She 
teaches courses on Field Research Methods and on Forced Migration. Her 
earlier research investigated security and protection issues in refugee camps, a 
study for UNHCR on self-settled refugees and local integration; research on 
security problems in refugee camps, on the environmental impact of refugees 
in asylum countries, and on the policy responses of host governments in 
Africa and Southeast Asia to refugees. She holds a B.A. from University of 
Witwatersrand (Johannesburg) and a Ph.D. in Political Science from the 
Massachusetts institute of Technology.

Hemispheres: Would you mind briefly describing your work with the 
Alchemy Project and how that mission got started at the Fletcher School?

Karen Jacobsen: The Alchemy Project started with a local private donor 
who was interested in supporting refugees in camps. She was particularly 
interested in finding ways to help them leave camps if possible. One of 
our goals at the Feinstein Center is to conduct research on ways to support 
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the livelihoods of refugees. That is why we began to experiment with 
micro-credit initiatives in camps and also outside of camps. The Alchemy 
Project partnered with NGOs who were already implementing livelihood 
programs in refugee camps. We worked with those NGOs to come up 
with an experimental program to provide microcredit or small business 
loans to refugees. At the same time, since we were at the University, we 
conducted research on those programs to see if they worked.

H: In your paper about the Impact of Microcredit Programs in Northern 
Uganda you stress the importance of providing training for the refugees. 
Could you expand on that conclusion and how you integrated that with 
your work?

KJ: In Uganda we were not able to follow up the program because many 
of the internally displaced people returned to their home areas when the 
camps were dissolved. In general, we found that the refugees and IDPs 
often said they benefited most from the training for strategies on how to 
start and grow a business. In some of our programs, the training aspects 
were integrated with getting a loan. Training included how to keep 
the books, basic accounting and marketing strategies. As we know in 
microfinance studies in general, when you give loans to poor people, those 
loans can become burdens. Therefore, some people were quite reluctant 
to take loans and preferred simply learning how to improve their existing 
small businesses.

H: There has been a lot written especially recently about the Grameen 
model of group lending. Do you think that group lending is harder to do 
with refugees because their groups may not necessarily be comprised of 
complete families? 

KJ: In general group lending was widely practiced by organizations 
implementing loan programs in camps. Group lending was generally seen 
as a less risky lending strategy in a high-risk environment like a camp. 
Contrary to what some people think, groups do exist in camps. The camps 
that we were working in were not emergency camps that were recently 
set up. These camps have been in place for a long time and groups had 
already formed. Groups were seen to lower the risk of absconding. People 
often don’t like joining groups that are artificially formed for the purpose 
of getting a loan, but if they are already established in groups, like savings 
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groups, it can be a good approach for organizations.  

H: How did you integrate the group model into the Alchemy Project?

KJ: We worked with a variety of programs in different camps and different 
settings. There were some programs that did lend individually, but some 
had difficulty with monitoring individuals.. One of the most important 
lessons we learned is that certain kinds of programs might work better 
for very poor people, such as step programs, where you start off with 
a grant then follow with a gradually increasing loans depending on the 
individual’s ability to repay. Based on performance data, these tended to 
work the best.  

H: What measures were made to protect defaults on loans? Banking situations 
often require documentation, but in a camp, it may be more difficult. Did 
you find that to be a large problem?

KJ: This is when we had to ask ourselves whether we were doing a humanitarian 
program or a strict banking program. Though it was definitely a non-profit 
program, we had to ask to what extent we could be sustainable if we couldn’t 
insure re-payment of loans. There was a tension that emerged. From a 
microfinance point of view, many people argue that you cannot do these 
types of programs in camps because there is this issue of ruining the concept 
of credit if you allow people to abscond or default on loans. Generally, when 
humanitarian organizations implement these types of programs, it ends up 
being a disaster because no one takes the idea of a loan seriously. As part of the 
project, we also tried microcredit programs with refugees in urban settings. 
Generally these refugees are more capable of running businesses, which is 
why they’re in urban areas. The program we worked with in Johannesburg 
used re-possession as a way to ensure sustainability. This was extremely 
controversial; you had loan officers taking back sewing machines from very 
poor refugees! Many people disputed this idea, but the organization claimed 
that otherwise: their loan program would lose credibility and no one would 
repay. Other refugee microcredit programs have addressed non-repayment in 
more benign ways, but it is tricky to establish a balance.

H: Would you say that in your fieldwork you are more focused on microfinance 
initiatives or humanitarian solutions for refugees?
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KJ: I would say that my research seeks to understand how different initiatives 
can support the livelihoods of refugees. The microfinance piece for me was 
very new. I’m now working with a microfinance expert, Kim Wilson, at the 
Fletcher School. In our next project, which focuses on financial resilience 
in marginalized communities, she will ensure that I don’t make the same 
mistakes I did at the beginning of the Alchemy project, when I was fairly 
clueless on effective strategies in microfinance.

H: Looking more closely at refugees, how do you think they can be viewed 
as assets? Especially when compared to labor migrants. Could you talk more 
about the contrast in their entrepreneurial abilities based on your research?

KJ: It’s a very interesting question, which has been discussed in some depth. 
There are different types of refugees. There are refugees who are in camps 
who are predominantly rural and who used to be farmers. The people who 
make it to the towns and cities in developing countries are generally more 
capable of surviving in urban environments because they are often urban 
people themselves. In that sense, refugees and labor migrants do have similar 
business and entrepreneurial profiles,. bBut refugees have been subject to a 
range of human righs violations, experience with violent conflict or other 
atrocities, and they are much more likely to have lost their assets during 
displacement. One interesting difference that needs more research is whether 
refugees feel more obliged to their families at home, which brings up the 
importance of remittances. Refugees may feel more obliged to send money 
back home to their family members who are in conflict zones. If you take 
an Indian, a Chinese, a Mexican and a Sudanese from Darfur, the Sudanese 
may feel more obliged to send a larger amount of remittances back to his 
family because of the crisis in Darfur. Sending large remittances can lead to 
a poverty trap and we have found some evidence of that as we work with 
Sudanese refugees in Portland, Maine. People tend to send back much of the 
money they earn and this can prevent them from getting their own economic 
situation in order. That could be one difference, but I believe that it has to be 
empirically researched.

H: Are there secure channels to send remittances to conflict zones? In your 
research, have you found that organizations such as Western Union and 
Moneygram are useful for refugees or do unofficial means exist that are 
safer?
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KJ: This issue is linked to research we are doing now in which we study 
Sudanese refugees in Portland, Maine, and Cairo, Egypt, to explore their 
remittance sending back to Darfur. We found that it varies. Sudanese used 
to send money back by hand. But now because of the insecurity in Darfur, 
there are blockages along the way. Now we are seeing more use of banks. 
Remittance senders are using the banks in Darfur because they are safer 
than hand carrying. However, they are more expensive. We are now seeing 
competition between banks and entities such as Western Union.
 
In Africa, we have recently seen cell phones as a way of distributing credit 
that can be used instead of cash. It’s interesting because within Africa you 
can send phone credit, but between the U.S. and Africa, you cannot. These 
complicated mechanisms are emerging and we will see how it works out.

H: In addition to the phone credit system, there is a lot of research done on 
ways to make micro-credit programs more innovative. How do you see new 
technologies shaping a microfinance model that has been around since the 
70’s? What do you see the camps experimenting with in the future?

KJ: That is linked closely with the project I mentioned earlier, called Financial 
Resilience, “FiRe” for short, which Kim Wilson and I are heading up. This 
project is looking at how marginalized communities, such as people who 
are struck by natural disasters or conflict, sustain or re-gain their financial 
resilience. One issue we are looking into is how communications technology 
plays into that. We are looking at whether people who have access to cell 
phones and satellite phones do better – perhaps because they can transfer 
credit. A good example is the case in Lebanon when Israel invaded a few 
years ago. A study found that people were using their cell phones as a form 
of protection and checking in on their families. In Nairobi, during the recent 
conflict, people were using cell phone credits instead of cash because the banks 
were shut down. They used phone credit as a financial converter and sending 
credits to each other, trying to make up for currency that was not available. 
We are seeing communication technology as really having a financial impact 
on people’s lives. We also want to look at the potential negative effects -- 
having a cell phone could make you a target in certain areas. We are looking 
at the impact of these types of technologies on financial resilience. This is a 
very new an innovative research area that we hope to explore further through 
FiRe. 
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A Shift in Market Hegemony: 
Shanghai’s Threat to New York
by Christopher Giliberti

A quick survey of the items about you will likely indicate the health 
of China’s export economy.  Unnoted, however, on the ubiquitous 
“Made in China” labels is the nation’s burgeoning capitalist appetite.  

Over the last twenty years, an evolution of China’s political climate and 
economic interests has resulted in the creation of two stock exchanges, total 
market capitalization to the tune of over US$500 billion, and a kinetic energy 
that threatens the hegemony of United States markets.
 Indeed, today’s China has been compared in its bullishness with the 
expansionist United States of the nineteenth century.  The analogy, I believe, 
is well drawn.  While the United States enjoyed decades of development 
following World War II, Japanese bombardment in 1937 trampled China’s 
then prospering Shanghai Exchange.  By 1949, any sort of trading that 
endured Shanghai’s infrastructural annihilation ceased altogether upon the 
arrival of Mao Zedong.  
 The de-privatization of all industry and citizens’ property, in addition 
to the Cultural Revolution that prohibited all activities American, composed 
a staunchly anti-capitalist system for nearly three decades.  With all goods and 
services provided through the government, there was not a trace of market 
competition among businesses and producers.  It is little wonder that, upon 
the accession of Deng Xiaoping, the Chinese were ready to kick communism 
to the curb in favor of free markets.  
 The first traces of a stock exchange could be found at a small counter 
established by the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China (ICBC) in 
1986.  Listing only thirty companies to be traded on-location, the hardly-
sophisticated exchange printed made-to-order securities on notebook-size 
paper.  Despite it’s inefficiencies, this exchange was extremely significant 
symbolically, representing an important ideological shift endorsed by Deng.

Christopher Giliberti is a sophomore at Tufts University majoring in Philosophy with a 
minor in Cognitive and Brain Sciences.



 
165

        
Hemispheres, Vol. 31, 2008

A Shift in Market Hegemony: Shanghai’s Threat to New York 

Four years later in 1990, the ICBC’s makeshift setup gave way to the country’s 
first significant exchange in Shanghai, and the Chinese people were ready.  
Despite only listing eight companies, literally tens of thousands of people 
waited on line for days to buy shares.  Just six months later, another exchange 
opened in Shenzhen to equal excitement. Indeed, 400,000 people invested in 
Chinese markets that year.
 Hardly a fad, market momentum increased exponentially throughout 
the decade.  Growing at a rate of 9% a year, the size of the Chinese economy 
has doubled since 1990.  In just twelve years, the 12 companies listed on 
the Shanghai Exchange grew to well over 1,300, and those 400,000 initial 
investors became 67 million.  
 And it does not stop there.  China, in its rise to prominence, has 
attracted US$70 billion in direct foreign investment and currently holds 
the world’s largest foreign-currency reserves, valued at US$1.3 trillion.  In 
the same decade, a 1000% increase in its production of durable goods has 
marked the international fame of those “Made in China” stickers. If these 
growth rates persist, the Chinese economy could replace America’s as the 
world’s largest within twenty years.  Indeed, the power of 1.3 billion people 
with a progressive palate has been unleashed. 
 Of course, no large-scale endeavor is perfect, and China’s expansion 
is no exception.  Inconsistent regulations and an instinctive lack of efficacy 
in free market capitalism have so far been China’s greatest challenges.  A 
problem, also, is China’s dishonesty with its citizens.  The reluctance of 
government officials to allow negative market forecasts in 2005 cost many 
citizens a great deal of money when the market crashed.  
 For all their profitability and potential, Chinese markets are by far 
the most volatile in the world.  Acclimatizing to a capitalist system is not 
intuitive to Chinese leaders, though it is a problem they are working hard 
to fix.  The recently established China Securities Regulatory Commission, 
equivalent to the United States’ Securities and Exchange Commission, has 
already done much to streamline trading.  This addition, along with less 
government monopolization of the markets, has increased stability. Where 
in January of 2002, government shares composed 78% of markets, they 
composed less than 50% in the summer of 2006.  These figures speak to 
the efforts of the government to engage even small investors in the Chinese 
exchanges.  
 It is yet to be seen if Shanghai will supplant New York as the securities 
capital of the world.  The Chinese have a long way to go in evolving their 
markets’ rules and regulations before either Shanghai or Shenzhen can 
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approach the venerability of the New York Stock Exchange.  The workings 
are in place, however, for an upset in the global economy.  As the United 
States’ hegemony was won by bottom-up reform and innovation, so, in the 
same tradition, may China’s. 
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 The latter half of the Twentieth Century witnessed the gradual yet 
systematic dismantlement of the British Empire. At its height in 1900, the 
‘Sun never set’ upon the British Empire as Her Majesty’s colonial possessions 
spread across nearly every time zone, from the Americas to the Far East, 
from the northern expanses of the taiga to the barren, frigid wastelands of 
the British Antarctic Territory.  Indeed, when the Sun was setting in one 
location, it was rising in another realm of Britannia. At the beginning of the 
Twenty-first Century, however, the world can no longer be formally colored 
in hues of red and pink. The Indian Subcontinent and coastal Africa, both 
once bastions of British imperial power, now enjoy full autonomy and, in the 
case of the former, active nuclear weapons capability. 
 In order to facilitate the process of decolonization, the United Kingdom 
established the Commonwealth of Nations with the declaration of the Statute 
of Westminster in 1931, ensuring that Dominion governments would enjoy 
equality and autonomy in relations with London. With such legislation in 
place, the principal Dominions of the Empire – Canada, Australia, and New 
Zealand – effectively transitioned into a comfortable multilateral relationship 
that would affectionately be referred to by admirers and detractors alike as the 
“White Commonwealth.” Indeed, such communities that shared a common 
language, ethnicity, education, and skin color were perceived by many in the 
established classes of the White Commonwealth as an ideal future for the 
British Empire. Such rationale enjoyed a long history; as early as 1578 John 
Dee had argued that the British Isles should protect its Christian interests at 
home and abroad from the vulgarities of other, ‘lesser’ civilizations: 
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 And also besides that portion of the world which remaineth free 
 as well for your Majesties subjectes as for any other Christian  
 princes els their subjectes to be dealinge with all amonge the 
 micreantes, infidels, and heathenistes who have no true 
 vnderstandings of our omnipotent Creator, much les of our 
 Redeemer, and least of all of our sanctifier and comforter…as 
 concerninge the politik preservation of your Majesties Britishe 
 Monarchie in theis perilous tymes by the spedie service of a Pety 
 Navy Royall…[sic]1

Centuries later, established imperial society essentially subscribed to the 
same structural hierarchy. The White Commonwealth – those Dominions 
which were not “micreantes, infidels,” or “heathenistes” could be accorded 
the same rights, privileges, and honors as their British counterparts. In 
addition, over four hundred years after Dee wrote his treatise on the nascent 
Empire, the Royal Navy still assumed a commanding responsibility to 
assist in the protection of the independent Dominions and to equip their 
respective military forces with proper training and materiel.  Migration 
between the Dominions and Great Britain was – and remains – effortless 
from both societal and legal standpoints. Her Majesty’s Customs Service still 
distinguishes between Commonwealth and alien migration.2 
 The same could not be stated for those subjects who were gaining 
independence from the British Crown in the Caribbean, South and Central 
America, Africa, and the Far East. In his sweeping examination of the British 
Empire (1924), Hugh Gunn elucidated upon the growing disparities between 
the ideal and reality: 

 Compare the abstract individual of the older generation of 
 economic thinkers, the calculating citizen whose enlightened 
 selfishness was to create Utopia, with the real migrant who crosses 
 the sea to struggle for a living [in Britain or in the Empire]…the 
 contrast is ludicrous…3

The “real migrant” was often an individual from the British West Indies, 
Africa, or the Far East. Such a disproportionate gap between the two rationales 
was – and continues to be – exemplified by inter-migration between Great 
Britain and non-White Commonwealth constituencies. Gunn correctly 
suggested that the laissez-faire attitude amongst the British Government and 
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population towards migration would have to radically alter if Great Britain 
were to survive the unknown path of post-colonialism; he noted that of an 
annual national budget of £750,000,000 (1924 value), the Government 
spent a paltry £400,000 on migration-related affairs, including education, 
training, and advisement.4 As such, there was little precedent in dealing with 
inter-Commonwealth migration in the years leading up to the Second World 
War. During the 1960s, “Rapid decolonization had considerably disillusioned 
the British about the Commonwealth,” spurring efforts from the newly-
merged Foreign and Commonwealth Office to restrict the number and size 
of countries applying to join the Commonwealth upon formal independence 
from Great Britain.5 In particular, these efforts to limit new voice and 
membership were directed against former British colonial possessions that 
did not qualify as White Commonwealth constituencies. 
 For many years this difficulty was exasperated by the unique power 
structure of the Commonwealth. Of the current fifty-four member states, 
the United Kingdom is the world’s second-largest defense spender, two are 
G8 members (the United Kingdom and Canada), and three are nuclear 
powers [the United Kingdom, India, and Pakistan (currently suspended at 
the time of publication)]. As such these states, along with Australia, New 
Zealand, and South Africa, have traditionally held a disproportionate degree 
of influence over the motions and proceedings of the Commonwealth. These 
figures, however, ignore the vast number of smaller nations. Perhaps owing to 
this abnormal power situation, the Commonwealth has “become the premier 
small states forum” in the world; the sheer degree of power that the White 
Commonwealth controls has motivated the vast bulwark of diminutive 
nations that comprise the Commonwealth to bandwagon together in order to 
balance their interests off from the larger, industrialized powers.6 As individual 
constituencies, Malta, Cyprus, and Ghana cannot field a degree of influence 
significant enough to sway the major Commonwealth members. However, 
when lobbying as a subgroup within the Commonwealth, small states can 
and often do succeed in pressing their own agendas both at Marlborough 
House in London and at the United Nations Headquarters in New York 
City.7 
 In addition, small states are actively assisted by their swelling 
expatriate populations in such major Commonwealth urban centers as 
London, Toronto, and Sydney. The rapid rise of inter-Commonwealth 
migration, particularly to Great Britain, has occurred for several reasons. 
First, immigration (even if transitory in nature) to the United Kingdom (or 
another major Commonwealth power) has become economically beneficial 
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for those attempting to find work in the diminutive islands of the British 
West Indies. Indeed, as Margaret Byron and Stephanie Condon have 
noted, “labor migration has become institutionalized as a survival strategy 
in Caribbean Societies.”8 Until the advent of the Premiership of Margaret 
Thatcher (1979-1990), the British economy had been largely stagnant; 
there was little incentive to migrate to the British Isles. Indeed, Britain never 
experienced France’s les Trentes Glorieuses of rapid economic growth until 
the late 1980s. Before the British economic boom in the past two decades, 
a massive brain drain transpired; highly-educated British citizens emigrated 
to the Commonwealth Realms or to the United States.9 The cultivation of 
Great Britain as a new ‘melting-pot’ of the Twenty-first Century, fed by the 
legacy of Empire, has only occurred since the British Isles began to undergo 
an economic renaissance under successive Conservative and ‘New’ Labour 
Governments since the Thatcher Administration.  Immigration from the 
non-White Commonwealth has always been active, although numbers of 
non-Commonwealth migration during the 1950s often fail to account for 
pan-European and Irish migration to the United Kingdom.10 Since the re-
emergence of a vibrant British economy, however, the increase in immigration 
from the British West Indies, India, and East Asia has burgeoned, radically 
altering the face – and psyche – of the British nation. 
 It is not extreme to state that the national dish has become 
Curry, and large Muslim populations can be found residing in London, 
Birmingham, Manchester, Glasgow, and elsewhere. Although, as W. David 
McIntyre argues, the gap between the rich and poor continues to expand 
throughout the Commonwealth, the “New International Economic Order” 
has accelerated immigration to the United Kingdom from Africa, the British 
West Indies, India, and beyond. Rarely a day goes by without invocations 
of religious and societal symbiosis (and alternatively, conflict) in British 
society between immigrants and their established counterparts. Although 
immigration continues to influence American culture, it will be Britain 
undergoing a vivacious teething process as the world’s new ‘melting pot’ 
that will influence and ultimately determine Western immigration policy in 
the coming decades. The Sun has not truly set on the British Empire – the 
Empire has merely come home. 

Endnotes
1 Dee, John. The Limits of the British Empire. Ed. Ken Macmillan. London: Praeger, 2004. 
98.
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Since its inception, the Tufts Program in International Relations (IR 
Program) has devoted itself to two intertwined objectives:  the promotion 
of responsible, engaged citizenship through international education and 
dialogue, and the fostering of intellectual excellence through a curriculum 
that integrates disciplines in the social sciences, humanities, and natural 
sciences without compromising academic rigor. In the process it has grown 
into one of our most popular majors, and earned an admirable reputation 
that extends well beyond Tufts. 

 -Malik Mufti, IR Director, Associate Professor of Political Science

The IR Program was created in 1977 with the expressed purpose of 
preparing undergraduates for the rigors of graduate school in international 
affairs. In that inaugural year under its first director, Professor John S. 
Gibson of the Political Science Department, the Program enrolled twenty-
seven students. Today, with over six hundred declared majors and an 
international reputation, the International Relations Program has become 
one of Tufts University’s most popular undergraduate concentrations.

The IR Program draws upon the strengths of over 70 Core Faculty from 
19 departments and 8 related programs across Tufts. To enhance our 
academic mission, we sponsor lectures and events, offer scholarships, 
and provide international research support. Our academic curriculum and 
program initiatives prepare IR students with an international understanding 
critical for their academic and professional endeavors in an increasingly 
interdependent world.

Program in International Relations
Tufts University

Cabot 605
Medford, MA 02155 USA

International Relations majors may focus their                                      
studies in one of the following concentrations: 

Regional and Comparative Analysis

International Economics

Global Health, Nutrition and the Environment

International Security

The United States in World Affairs

Identity and Ideology
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Beyond campus, almost 60% of the IR Class of 2007 supplemented 
their undergraduate experience by participating in overseas studies 
programs. Since study abroad not only facilitates completion of major 
requirements but also helps equip students with the linguistic, cultural, 
economic, political and sociological skills necessary to succeed in 
today’s rapidly changing world, the IR Program strongly encourages 
its majors to take advantage of Tufts and non-Tufts programs abroad.

Over the past decade, an increasing percentage of IR majors have 
decided to supplement their course of study with a second major or dual 
degree. From the IR Class of 2007, over 50% pursued a double major, 
with economics the leading concentration followed by a foreign language. 

In addition to traditional IR careers in the Foreign Service, law, business, 
and banking, graduates of the program have also combined their interest 
in international affairs with interests in the arts and humanities to pursue 
careers in film, journalism, performing arts, and cultural analysis. Graduates 
frequently report that the IR Program prepared them well for professional lives.

Through the academic major and these varied opportunities, the 
Program emphasizes both practical, “real world” experience and the 
importance of a deep and critical understanding of the theories and 
academic disciplines that comprise the study of international relations.

Tel: 617.627.2776
Fax:617.627.3083

Web: ase.tufts.edu/ir
Email: internationalrelations@tufts.edu 

THE IR PRoGRAm WoUld lIkE To 
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ANoTHER GREAT PUblICATIoN!
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Please see the IR Handbook for additional         
information about the IR major. 
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