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Precis. Following a Durkheimian paradigm of the relation between 
society and the individual, a distinction between a1Ullysis of structural 
factors at the macro-level and a1Ullysis of individual decisions at the 
micro-level has often been applied to the study of labour migration. The 
alleged disjunction between these levels is misplaced, for two reasons. 
Firstly, the phenomenon of migration is defined by the crossing of 
boundaries such as those of rural community, African society, etc. 
within the conceptual entity described as the labour market. This poses 
the question of how the appropriate macro-level is to be identified. 
Secondly, structural factors differentially impinge on individuals within 
small communities. Analysis of individual decisions cannot therefore 
proceed independently of a1Ullysis of structures at the micro-level. The 
study of migration is properly the study, at various levels of abstraction, 
afprocesses of integration and differentiation. Investigation ofparlicular 
historical transformations offers the best way of accommodating the 
diversity of individual circumstances within a structural a1Ullysis. 

Introduction 

This essay is a critical review of some anthropological 
approaches to the study of labour migration. I recognise the 
stimulus they have given to a generation of researchers in various 
disciplines. But I wish to show why they are no longer adequate. 
I distinguish, firstly, between explanation by reference to structure 
and explanation by reference to motivation, and insist on the 
analytical priority of the former. Students of migration who both 
accept this analytical priority and seek to separate economic from 
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extra-economic causes of migration are prone to conflate 
incompatible frames of reference. In their very proper anxiety to 
repudiate the pure form of methodological individualism implied 
by simply adducing an exhaustive list of particular migrants' 
motives and circumstances, they have developed more or less 
systematic formulations of a distinction between underlying 
economic circumstances, on the one hand, and contingent social 
circumstances or cultural predispositions or ideological 
rationalisations, on the other hand. The validity of such a 
distinction has been taken for granted by most anthropologists 
and also by many others who have concerned themselves with the 
problem since Clyde Mitchell's (1959) important paper on ''The 
Causes of Labour Migration". In questioning its validity in this 
essay I argue the following propositions: (1) a particular source of 
confusion is the habit of superimposing the distinction between 
economic factors and social factors on the distinction between 
structure and motivation; (2) such confusion derives largely from 
an uncritical application of the sociological method which 
Durkheim demonstrated in Suicide (1970); (3) the contemporary 
study of migration requires that students of migration transcend 
some of the self-imposed limitations of this powerful intellectual 
heritage; (4) a commitment to historical particularity rather than 
functionalist generalisation is one way of resolving the 
methodological impasse that has arisen in the study of migration. 
These propositions are elaborated with reference to some of the 
relevant literature on eastern, central and southern Africa. But 
their implications are general. 

Structure and motivation 

Durkheim's purpose in Suicide was to show that the 
suicide rate in a given population - the number of voluntary 
deaths in a specified period per hundred thousand people - could 
not be explained as an aggregate of individual decisions to 
commit suicide. On the contrary, "these statistical data express 
the suicidal tendency with which each society is collectively 
afflicted" (Durkheim 1970: 51). The true cause of suicide is the 
collective impulse to commit suicide that is characteristic of a 
given society. The private experiences usually regarded as the 
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proximate causes of suicide are, in the first place, retrospectively 
and haphazardly attributed by lower officials (Durkheim 1970: 
148). In the second place, and more importantly, these immediate 
antecedents of suicide or the presumptive motives for it, although 
varied and complex, are constant in their relative proportions 
through wide variations in the general rate. For example, the 
suicide rate rose about 40 % in France from 1856 to 1878, and more 
than 100% in Saxony from 1854 to 1880. But the distribution of 
presumed motives remained proportionally the same in each 
case. "It cannot be by coincidence that all at the same time become 
doubly fatal. The conclusion is forced that they all depend on a 
more general state, which all more or less faithfully reflect.. . We 
must then investigate this state without wasting time on its 
distant repercussions in the consciousness of individuals" 
(Durkheim 1970: 149). Therefore, Durkheim argued, the motives 
thus attributed to the suicides, whether rightly or wrongly, are 
not their true causes (1970: 149). 

Suicide was first published in 1897. Durkheim's insistence 
on the social fact, identified by the criteria of exteriority and 
constraint, best exemplifies his unequivocal rejection of 
utilitarianism. Compare Samir Amin's trenchant cri ticism of neo
classical economics: 

The conventional economic theory of migration is 
purely tautological and does not teach usanything ... In 
taking its point of departure with the observation of 
motivations, it is prevented from the beginning from 
seeing the essential facts, which lie behind the indi vidual 
motivations ... The survey of motivations, by which 
some sociologists believe they can separate economic 
from extra-economic motivations, is in reality useless 
because the economic reason is there in every case and 
its ideological guise is equally general ... Thecontroversy 
is ... over the nature of significant facts: individual 
motivations (which are nothing but rationalizations of 
behaviour within the system) on the one hand, or the 
processes of the system (which cannot be discovered 
from the motivations) (Amin 1974: 90-93). 
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The processes of the system constitute the proper object of stud y. 
It is perhaps surprising to associate two such disparate 

theorists. Durkheim, after all, had a profound influence on the 
British anthropological tradition of structural-functionalism; whilst 
Am in is prominent among Third World intellectuals who castigate 
orthodox economists and functionalist anthropologists as the 
ideological puppets of western imperialism. What Durkheim 
and Amin have in common, nevertheless, may be simply stated. 
Negatively, it is a rejection of methodological individualism, or 
varieties of explanation that regard social phenomena as aggregates 
of the rational acts of individuals. Positively, it is a commitment 
to the analysis of structures which predispose individuals to 
behave in the way that they do, and therefore are in some sense 
determinants of social action. What those structures are and how 
they operate are of course questions which divide Durkheim's 
intellectual heirs from Amin's associates in the marxist tradition. 
They are also questions characterised by vigorous polemic within 
the marxist tradition. 

I have cited Durkheim and Amin together in this context 
for two reasons. In the first place, I wish to draw attention to the 
common ground between them in respect of the analytical priority 
of structure over motivation. As van Binsbergen and Meilink 
observed in 1978, this question of analytical priority has "haunted 
the literature on African migration ever since Mitchell (1959) 
introduced his classic distinction between rate and incidence of 
migration" (1978: 11). The distinction they refer to is classic not 
simply because of its obvious influence on several decades of 
work on migration but also, of course, because it was taken from 
Suicide, albeit indirectly. In the second place, I wish to illustrate 
the contemporary divergence in the study of migration between 
exponents of structural analysis who are influenced, respectively, 
by the Durkheimian problem of the relation between the 
'individual' and the 'social', and by the marxist problem of the 
relation between structures at one level and structures at ;mn.her 
level. In concentrating on varieties of structural analysis I take for 
granted that individuals act rationally within a particular 
framework of opportunity and constraint. In this way I shall seek 
to avoid gratuitous criticism of the sort of methodological 
individualism exemplified in the work of Todaro (1971 ) and other 
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economists who explain migration by reference to migrants' 
perceptions of income differentials between urban areas and rural 
areas. 1 This criticism was a standard theme of radical critiques 
such as those of Magubane and O'Brien (1972) and Amin (1974). 

What is social? What is economic? Does it matter? 

It might be argued that the distinction between 'social' 
factors and 'economic' factors has "haunted the literature" in like 
manner. We commonly impose this distinction on empirical data, 
for analytical convenience. But some writers have used it in a 
descriptive not merely analytical sense; as if, in other words, it 
were intrinsic to the data themselves. The fact that the distinction 
is both tenuous and artificial is obvious from its contradictory 
manifestations in the literature. 

For example, Durkheim used the category 'social' to refer 
to all the properties of the concrete entity called human society 
that could not be derived by direct generalisation from the 
properties of its constituent individuals (d. Parsons 1937: 350ff.). 
'Social facts' could only be explained in terms of other 'social 
facts'. In this sense the category 'social' corresponds to the level 
of structure in the polarity structure/motivation established 
above. On the other hand, the species Homo oeconomicus, rational 
economic man, is a postulate fundamental to the practice of neo
classical economics. Taking structures as given, without attention 
either to history or to gender, explanation consists in demonstrating 
rational man's apprehension of means-end relationships and his 
capacity to make choices between alternative allocations of 
resources according to a limited set of principles such as 
opportunity cost, marginal utility, etc. In this sense the category 
'economic' pertains to an essential or definitive aspect of the 
behaviour of rational jndividuals, and therefore corresponds to 
the level of motivation in the polarity structure/ motivation. And 
yet Mitchell, who drew his theoretical inspiration in this instance 
from Durkheim, proposed in effect, as will be seen below, that 
underlying economic factors operate at the level of structure, 
whereas contingent social circumstances operate at the level of 
motivation. Counterposing all these approaches, we have the 
following series: 
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'social' / 'individual' (Durkheim) 

'economic' (neo-classical 
economics) 

structure / motivation 

'economic' / 'social' (Mitchell) 

Clearly, the categories that we adopt for analytical convenience 
lack any systematic correspondence with empirical reality. 
Economic factors and extra-economic factors are quite arbitrarily 
distinguished in practice. The question arises: does this matter? 
Since the classification adopted presupposes an analytical 
approach of one kind or another, this question becomes: are such 
classifications analytically convenient or analytically inconvenient? 
I propose to demonstrate their relative inconvenience with two 
examples of their misleading implications. 

The first example is the economist Francis Wilson's push/ 
pull model of oscillating migration in southern Africa (F. Wilson 
1972a: 120-123; 1972b: 144-168; 1975: 176-186). He identified four 
forces: urban pull, rural push, urban push, rural pull. Having 
discussed the' economic' aspect of the rural push force (need for 
money), he drew attention to the 'social' aspect ('bright lights', 
desire to prove manhood, etc.) and concluded that "these 
sociological forces are less important than the economic ones" 
(1972b: 146). Again, the rural pull force consists essentially in the 
need to maintain access to land in the rural area and the need for 
social security in old age. This 'economic' force is supplemented 
by a 'sociological' force: "there is also, for many men, a spiritual 
call back to where they were born and spent their childhood days; 
back to their roots and their home country" (1972b: 148). Unless 
it is economically reinforced, however, this "spiritual call" withers 
away within a generation, for "social factors alone, important as 
they are, are not sufficient to continue over a long period of time 
to pull migrants back to the villages" (1972a: 122). 

According to this analysis, 'economic' forces are 
fundamental, while 'social' forces are residual. Wilson was partly 
on erned to criticise Mitchell (1959) for asserting that economic 
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forces tend to drive migrants away from their homes to urban 
work-places, while social forces, by contrast, attract them back to 
their horne areas. The need for social security is not merely social 
but also economic, a point that Mitchell (1978) subsequently 
acknowledged. Migrants sustain connections with their rural 
homes in order to meet real economic needs, but they do so within 
an institutional nexus called the extended family, or in the form 
of behaviour analysed under the rubric of 'kinship', the prerogative 
of the sociologist or anthropologist rather than of the economist. 

Wilson applied his classification of forces in such a way as 
to discover the economic rationale of the system of oscillating 
migration in southern Africa, treating political forces as exogenous 
intrusions and social forces as residual. These disjunctions reflect 
those of conventional academic discourse, but their effect in 
analysis is to bring southern African migrants into a disciplinary 
fold from which their behaviour can be explained with reference 
to universal economic principles orto deviations therefrom. Since 
a pattern of oscillating migration has 'normally' given way 
elsewhere to stabilisation of an urban labour force, the persistence 
of oscillating migration in southern Africa has to be explained as 
a 'distortion' due to the fact that, while economic forces tend 
towards stabilisation, there are countervailing pressures in South 
Africa to keep Africans politically and socially segregated, albeit 
economically integrated. Hence the 'political' intrusion of the 
pass laws, etc. into an 'economic' system that functions, as it were, 
independently. The problem in Wilson's analysis is that it begs 
important questions about the role of the South African state, the 
alleged autonomy of market forces and the dominance or otherwise 
of particular 'fractions' of capital. Wilson fully acknowledged the 
capacity of the monolithic structures of apartheid to respond in 
sophisticated ways to the alleged contradiction between economic 
forces and political forces, above all by what he has called the 'fine 
tuning' of the labour administration machinery. Hence his 
conclusion, with regard to oscillating migration, that lithe impact 
of economic growth by itself will not lead to a withering away of 
the system, but will serve to entrench it more firmly- as the 
centrepiece of the apartheid structure" (1975: 183). This view is a 
realistic one. But it also illustrates very clearly that the distinction 
between economic phenomena and political phenomena, while 
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real and important, cannot be used to justify the isolation of an 
economic system from a political system in an analysis of the 
specific conditions of reproduction of the apartheid state.2 

The second example is also drawn from the work of an 
economist. James Cobbe (1976) summarised the costs of labour 
migration from Lesotho under three customarily discrete headings: 
(a) sociological, (b) political and (c) economic. 'Sociological' costs 
relate to the destructive impact of migration on families, in the 
form of higiler rates of conjugal separation, abandonment and 
venereal disease than would otherwise be expected. These cannot 
be measured directly, owing to the absence of an appropriate 
'base-line', a similar society without migration, for comparison. 
Any attempt at quantification of sociological costs, therefore, 
"would have to be rough and impressionistic, based on the 
judgement of observers" (Cobbe 1976: 84). The political costs to 
Lesotho of acute dependence on South Africa relate to the 
constraints on policy-making and to the uncertainty deriving 
from South Africa's capacity to cut off employment opportunities 
available to Lesotho. This is an "interesting area for speculation 
but not one in which an objecti ve measurement of actual costs can 
be made" (Cobbe 1976: 85). Economic costs, on the other hand, 
have mainly to do with the effects of migration on agricultural 
output and with the disutility to migrants of undertaking 
employment in a foreign country, far from home, etc. Both are in 
principle measurable. Cobbe questioned the utility of an 
assessment of the effects on agricultural output but he has himself 
attempted to measure the disutility of migration by comparing 
the real wage rate with the 'shadow' wage rate. He asked 
experienced migrants to specify the wage at which they would be 
willing to do the same work in Lesotho as they had been doing in 
South Africa. 

In this analysis the distinction between economic costs 
which are real and extra-economic costs which are residual and 
speculative is in practice the distinction between costs which are 
measurable by the tools of neo-classical economics and those 
which are not measurable by those tools. This accident of 
methodological competence directly affects the validity of policy 
prescriptions arising out of such an assessment. Firstly, it is 
obvious that cirrumstances of conjugal and family disruption, 
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'sociological' consequences of oscillating migration, have decisive 
economic consequences, relating to the distribution of unpaid 
labour, which must be built into any assessment of the effects on 
agricultural output or of the disutility of migration. It is more 
realistic, and no more arbitrary, to include them in an assessment 
of economic costs than it is to exclude them on grounds of 
difficulty in measuring them. Secondly, as Cobbe himself 
recognised. (1976: 82), neo-classical economics is only equipped. to 
study the effects of marginal changes in the status quo. It cannot 
of its nature answer the question "What is the cost to Lesotho of 
oscillating migra tion?" but onl y questions of the sort, ''Wha t is the 
net cost/benefit to Lesotho of a marginal change in the number of 
oscillating migrants?". Therefore assessment of economic costs 
always requires comparison between the present situation and a 
hypothetical alternative situation. But the 'political' costs of 
dependence on South Africa are susceptible to measurement in 
exactly the same way.3 Cobbe's assumption that economic costs 
are objectively assessed. while political and sociological costs are 
subjectively assessed. is therefore quite spurious. 

I infer from these examples that particular classifications 
of economic and extra-economic factors are not self-evident but 
are ideologically informed.; and that their consequences in theory 
and practice may be far from trivial. 

The causes of labour migration: a review 

The proper starting point for a review of studies of labour 
migration in central and southern Africa is Godfrey Wilson's 
pioneering Essay on the Economics of Detribalization in Northern 
Rhodesia (1941-42). Wilson outlined systematic connections 
between the circulation of labour, the demographic 
"disproportion" between town and country, and the 
impoverishment of the rural areas; and he related. them all to 
contemporary conditions of uneven capitalist development. He 
wrote of the "radical social contradictions" that had arisen, and of 
the "objective and material necessity" of their resolution. 
Subsequent studies eschewed. such a bold perspective, and 
reference is far more frequently made to Schapera's (1947) study 
of migrant labour from Botswana (then Bechuanaland) to South 
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Africa. Schapera identified as causes of migration: (a) social and 
psychological factors; (b) economic necessity; and (c) propaganda 
and political pressure. The first category, of social and 
psychological factors, included the desire for adventure, the fact 
that migrant labour had largely replaced the old initiation rites as 
a mark of maturity and therefore served as an initiation into 
manhood; the preference by girls for men who had been away; 
boredom with tribal life; and the opportunity to escape from 
domestic problems and from traditional labour obligations. "The 
various factors described above have been directly responsible for 
migration in many individual instances. But they do not account 
in themselves for the perennial exodus of so many thousands of 
young people. A far more universal cause, and certainly the most 
important of all, is economic necessity" (Schapera 1947: 121). 
Direct political pressures had been important, applied by chiefs 
and recruiting agents, but had become less so as the 'tradition' of 
labour migration developed. 

This discussion is a classical source of the distinction between 
economic and extra-economic factors. But the quotation above 
also implies a discrete conceptualisation of them: economic 
necessity constitutes an underlying general cause of migration, 
whereas social and personal factors operate in an idiosyncratic 
manner to explain why particular individuals migrate. Clyde 
Mitchell made the difference explicit, in an influential paper 
(1959) which has been widely quoted. He rejected both causal 
monism -adducing a single explanation -as simplistic, and causal 
plurality - presenting a supposedly exhaustive list of discrete 
causes - as theoretically unsophisticated. Having reviewed the 
evidence from a number of studies he argued that the motivation 
to migrate operates at three different levels: (1) through the 
normative system of the society; (2) through the economic system; 
and (3) through the personalities of individuals. Since the 
normative system responds to specific and persisting needs it 
does not constitute an independent frame of reference - for 
example, the 'need' to migrate develops a 'tradition' of migration. 
The causes of labour migration must therefore be understood 
with reference to the economic system and to the personalities of 
individuals. 
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In logical terms, economic factors appear to be a 
necessary condi tion, but they may not in themselves be 
a sufficient condition. In other words if the economic 
drives to labour migration are not present it is unlikely 
that it will occur, but if the economic conditions are 
present the actual migration may not occur until some 
event in the personal life of the individual precipitates 
events and triggers off his decision to go (Mitchell 1959: 
32). 

15 

Economic factors apply general pressure on a population to 
migrate; while "a hundred and one different personal reasons ... 
- to escape quarrels, to escape witchcraft, to avoid arduous duties, 
etc." (1959: 31) - explain particular decisions to migrate. Mitchell 
then drew his well-known distinction between the rate of migration, 
which expresses an underlying economic necessity to migrate, 
and the incidence of migration which refers to "the set of unique 
circumstances which induces a particular migrant to leave his 
rural area ... The personal factors that have been mentioned as 
'causes' of labour migration are of the type that operate 
independently of underlying economic conditions ... " (1959: 32). 

Mitchell slides here between distinct theoretical frames of 
reference. On the one hand, economic factors provide the necessary 
but not sufficient conditions of migration, while personal factors 
tip the balance. On the other hand, the rate of migration is 
determined by economic factors, while the incidence of migration 
refers to the unique social circumstances of individuals. Gugler 
(1968) drew attention to this confusion, and also rejected the 
polarisation between economic and personal factors, on the 
grounds that non-economic factors must be adduced to explain 
rates of migration where there is no generalised economic pressure 
to migrate, and that a man's personal attributes also include his 
economic circumstances. Subject to this qualification, however, 
Gugler sustained the validity of Mitchell's distinction between 
rate and incidence. 

The rateoflabour migration has to be seen as the result 
of the aggregate of collective forces, be they economic 
or not. The incidence of migration, why one man 
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migrates rather than another, appears then as 
determined by the differential impactofthese collective 
forces on different individuals (Gugler 1968: 471). 

Confusion between the two frames of reference persists, 
however, as is apparent from Parkin's discussion: 

The distinction between economic and ideological (or 
cultural) variables in migration partly parallels that 
made by Mitchell (I959) between the rate of migration 
as based primarily on economic needs and the incidence 
of migration as based on social needs and 
predispositions (Parkin 1975: 10, his emphasis). 

Elsewhere in the same volume Parkin acknowledges Mitchell's 
distinction between necessary and sufficient conditions of 
migration: "a particular nexus of social (as opposed to economic) 
obligations or 'needs' might impede or encourage migration by 
tipping the economic balance, so to speak" (1975: 145, his 
emphasis). On the one hand, 'social needs' appear to be 
supplementary determinants of the rate of migration. On the 
other hand, they are represented as mere rationalisations, at the 
ideological level, of economic strategies. "The totality of economic 
factors ... determine the rate of migration. By contrast, the 
incidence of migration is expressed in individual appeals to a 
common cultural system of values and beliefs" (1975: 11, his 
emphasis). The latter view is apparently close to that of Samir 
Amin, as cited above: "The survey of motivations, by which some 
sociologists believe they can separate economic from extra
economic motivations, is in reality useless because the economic 
reason is there in every case and its ideological guise is equally 
general" (Amin 1974: 92). But Parkin cannot have it both ways. 
The rate of migration necessarily takes account, at anyone time, 
of those who have decided, for whatever reason, either to migrate 
or to stay at home. As a statistical aggregate it is indifferent to the 
idiosyncrasies of individual circumstance, since one man will 
presumably be influenced by his circumstances to leave his rural 
area, whereas another man will be influenced by his circumstances 
to stay at home. In so far as such circumstances can be generalised 
- for example, all young men need to earn cash for bridewealth -
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then they can be interpreted as social needs (albeit they are also 
economic) and incorporated into thecollecti ve forces that determine 
the rate of migration. In so far as they cannot be generalised, they 
do not determine the rate of migration. 

Theoretical discussion 

Mitchell based his argument on a review of studies of 
labour migration in Bechuanaland, Nyasaland and the 
Keiskammahoek District of the eastern Cape in South Africa; 
amongst the Ngoni and Nyakyusa of Tanganyika, the Amba and 
Alur of Uganda, and Banyarwanda migrants in Buganda. The 
rates of labour migration from these 'societies', variously colonial 
states or 'tribes' within colonial states, were seen as determined 
essentially by economic factors, relating to the 'subsistence' 
capacity of the respective rural areas and the standard of living 
and the vastly increased new wants created by contacts with 
western civilisation (Mitchell 1959: 32). These were represented 
as attributes of the sending societies which generated their 
respective collective impulses to migrate. However, as Francis 
Wilson (1972a: 121) and others have pointed out, migration must 
also be analysed with reference to variables on the demand side. 
This immediately vitiates the possibility of understanding the 
phenomenon by reference only to the structures of the sending 
area. Indeed, investigation of economic cycles of boom and 
recession and of monopsonistic recmitment mechanisms would 
demonstrate that the supply of labour from the sending areas of 
much of central and southern Africa is to a large extent controlled 
by the South African mining industry. It was no accident that 
Mitchell ignored variables on the demand side, for they were 
precluded from his analysis by the Durkheimian terms of reference 
in which he posed the problem of explanation.4 

The obvious solution might be simply to enlarge the 
perspective by postulating a labour market which embraces 
many of the sending 'societies'. The labour market in southern 
Africa, for example, may be loosely but conveniently defined in 
the somewhat lurid prose of the Transvaal and Orange Free State 
Chamber of Mines in 1951: 
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They come on foot, on horseback, on bicycles, by dug
out canoe, by lake and river steamers, in lorries, by 
train and some even by air. They come from as far 
afield as 2000 miles. They come from all points of the 
compass - from the peaceful hills of the Transkei, from 
the lion country of the Bechuanaland bush, down the 
broad reaches of the Zambezi, from the tropical shores 
of Lake Nyasa and the mountain fastnesses of 
Basutoland. They come, too, in their thousands from 
the hills and valleys of Portuguese East Africa, from the 
rocky uplands of Sekukuniland, the tangled swamp 
country of the Okavango delta and the green fields of 
Swaziland. From these far comers of southern Africa 
men from more than 100 tribes are attracted every year 
to the Witwatersrand by the magnet of the mining 
industry (quoted in Houghton 1973: 88-89). 

Far from solving the problem, however, identification of the 
labour market as the appropriate macro-level for the analysis of 
rates of migration offers a clue to the theoretical redundancy of 
Mitchell's rate/incidence distinction. In view of its illustrious 
intellectual ancestry and its frequent citation in the literature it is 
perhaps 'important to explain why this is so. It may be helpful to 
do so with reference to a different sociological phenomenon, that 
of unemployment. 

The tons et origo of the distinction is Durkheim's Suicide, as 
already indicated. But Mitchell's direct reference is to a footnote 
in The StructureotSocial Action, by Talcott Parsons, who offers the 
example of unemployment in order to illustrate the distinction 
between rate and incidence: 

... personal inefficiency may well explain why one 
person rather than another is unemployed at a given 
time. But it is extremely unlikely thata sudden change 
in the efficiency of the working population of the 
United States occurred which could account for the 
enormous increase of unemployment between 1929 
and 1932. The latter is a problem of rate, not of 
incidence (1937: 324). 
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But the rate of unemployment in a nation-state at a particular 
moment in time is a statistical aggregate which is compounded of 
and simultaneously conceals variations in the rates of 
unemployment in regional and other sub-divisions of the 
population of that nation-state. Likewise, the rate of 
unemployment in, say, Merseyside is compounded of and 
simultaneously conceals variations in the rates of unemployment 
in sub-divisions of this administrative entity. We would seek to 
explain the rate of unemployment in Merseyside by reference: (1) 
to the effects of changes at the national and international level on 
the regional industrial structure; (2) to such factors as the price 
competitiveness of particular products, the relative strength of 
organised labour in particular plants and industries, and the 
degree of political sensitivity to 1ame ducks' and to local indices 
such as the level of unemployment itself; and (3) to the multiplier 
effect on regional unemployment of the collapse of particular 
firms or the decline or expansion of particular sectors of industry. 
In other words, the rate of unemployment which applies to a 
particular population has differential impact on individuals 
because structural factors differentially impinge on sub-units of 
that population, not simply because the individuals differ in their 
personal circumstances. The phenomenon of unemployment 
may be studied at any number of levels on a continuum from the 
macro-level to the micro-level. But since citation of a rate 
immediately begs questions about the variations subsumed under 
tha t rate, variations commonly referred to as differential incidence, 
it is evidently absurd to polarise rate and incidence as if they refer 
to quite different 'orders' of reality. This subsidiary argument, 
which refers to Parsons on unemployment, is precisely analogous 
to my principal argument with reference to Mitchell on migration. 
Neither refutation of the sociological utility of the rate/incidence 
distinction as classically deployed qualifies the importance of 
studying the real lives and circumstances of individuals. 

Thus, as Durkheim himself noted, a rate is meaningless on 
its own. Sociological investigation of rates, whether of suicide or 
migration or other phenomena, will always imply the comparison 
of rates, either within the same population over time or between 
populations at the same time. But there is little point in comparing 
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rates of migration between two societies X and Y unless it is 
possible to hold variables on the demand side, which presumably 
apply to a larger population inclusive of both X and Y, 
approximately constant. Application of Durkheim's method in 
Suicide to the study of migration will always imply the problem 
of identifying a population which exhibits a 'mean tendency' to 
migrate, on the one hand, but differential incidence of that 
tendency between constituent smaller populations, on the other 
hand.s illeuse ofrates in practice, therefore, requires investigation 
of structural differentiation and of the structural processes by 
which social groups X and Yare respectively incorporated into 
the larger population. This conclusion applies irrespective of the 
1evel' ofpopulation we judge it appropriate to deal with: whether, 
for example, we are comparing the incidence of migra tion between 
the sexes, or between age cohorts among men, or between richer 
alld poorer strata of a rural peasantry, or between 'societies' such 
as the Mambwe and Bemba of Zambia. To the extent that we 
observe statistically significant variation, we have an obligation to 
discover the structural processes by which men and women, or 
older men and younger men, or households with land and 
households without land, or populations we define as Mambwe 
and Bemba, are respectively integrated into larger populations. 
The 'collective impulse' to migrate that is allegedly characteristic 
of the larger population remains beyond our empirical grasp, 
because it invariably has differential impact on smaller constituent 
populations. And the object of study is the differential impact, not 
the 'collective impulse' itself. 

The phenomenon of migration can be and should.be studied at 
various levels on a continuum from the macro-level to the micro
level. Which level is appropriate in particular circumstances will 
depend on the level at which significant or interesting variations 
emerge. For example, it might be useful to compare the "lion 
country" of Botswana with the "mountain fastnesses" of Lesotho 
in order to assess the relative costs of national dependence on the 
export of labour to South Africa. Again, it might be useful to 
compare the ecological zones conventionally identified in Lesotho, 
the Lowlands, Foothills and. Mountains, in order to assess the 
importance of ecological variation. Again, investigation of a 
single rural community in Lesotho would reveal that migrants are 
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heterogeneous in respect of occupational distribution, levels of 
skill and earning capacity; that there are striking disparities of 
income between rural households; and that migrants are unevenly 
distributed between the sexes and age strata and between richer 
and poorer households (d. Murray 1981: 49-56). Theonlyconstraint 
at the micro end of the continuum is the possibility of defining 
groups large enough for the application of ordinary statistical 
procedures. 

The primary explicandum in the study of migration is 
therefore processes of differentiation and integration, rather than 
the nature of the relation between 'society', arbitrarily defined, 
and the individual. This is why Mitchell (1975) is wrong to 
identify the "disparity" between the macroscopic approach and 
the microscopic approach as the difference between analysis of 
the structural context in which actions take place, on the one hand, 
and analysis of the decisions of individuals, on the other hand. 
This would only be plausible on the assumption that the "contextual 
features" of geographical location, economic, political and 
administrative structure are "common for all the actors" in a 
given locality (Mitchell 1975: 94). Such an assumption is manifestly 
unjustified, in view of the differential incidence of migration that 
any survey reveals even within a relatively small rural population. 
In a later paper Mitchell defined, along similar lines, "two rather 
different perspectives in the analysis of phenomena" (1978: 11). 

The social setting is provided by the macroscopic 
economic, political and administrative structures of 
the region in which the migrant is involved while the 
social situation is represented by the particular set of 
circumstances in which migrants actual or potential bf 
a particular ca tegory find themsel ves. The sociologist's 
task is then to examine the calculus of choice the 
migrant or potential migrant may employ given the 
constraints imposed upon him by the wider system of 
social, economic and political relationships in which 
they are involved.... In the terminology I am now 
proposing economic condi tions- the price of foodstuffs, 
the wage levels pertaining at labour centres, the 
agricultural productivity potentials of the area involved 
- provide part of the setting of labour migration. How 
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many people will choose to migra te from the area from 
year to year will depend very largely on these features 
ofthe setting. But which particular people will respond 
to these general conditions cannot be specified at this 
level of abstraction. To do this we need to examine the 
social situations of migrants and potential migrants in 
the area to find out the specific kinship and other 
obligations in which they are involved, the extent to 
which their roles in maintaining rural production and 
the maintenance of buildings are being performed for 
them, the possibility of their imminent involvement in 
essential rituals being postponed. These enquiries are 
at a much lower level of abstraction and represent in a 
sense a rather different order ofreality in relation to labour 
migration (Mitchell 1978: 13, 16-17; my emphasis). 

The distinction between setting and situation corresponds closely 
to the original one between rate and incidence. Mitchell is careful 
to qualify his proposal by insisting that choice of analytical 
framework is one of perspective or of degree of abstraction rather 
than of substance. But he also repeats his previous argument that 
the analyst of social situations may take the features of the social 
setting as given, as "common for all the actors" who make the 
decisions. There are indeed different degrees of analytical 
abstraction, and the sociologist cannot study everything. I contend, 
however, that there is no justification either for regarding the 
features of the setting as "common for all the actors" or for 
identifying discrete "orders" of reality in this sense. On the 
contrary, a statistical aggregate such as the rate of migration 
which applies even at the relatively micro-level of a single rural 
community must be broken down in order to assess the relative 
importance of variables such as age, sex, phase in the 
developmental cycle, the distribution of paid labour and unpaid 
labour, the distribution of domestic assets such as land and 
livestock, and so on. At this level our task is still to investigate the 
structural processes which manifest themselves largely in the 
diverse circumstances of individuals. In practice students of 
migration must continue to study the differential incidence of 
migration, with the technical means at their disposal, at various 
levels on the continuum from macro-level to micro-level, and 
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with the analytical tools that they judge appropriate. But they 
must not be misled into mystifying the rate of migration as an 
expression of a 'current' or a 'tendency' to migrate, the meaning 
of whose 'mean intensity' we can never apprehend. A statistical 
aggregate such as the rate of migration, applying to a given 
population, does not measure a generalised economic pressure to 
migrate. Instead, the latter is simply and wrongly inferred from 
the former, for it has no inde~endent reference. There is no way 
in which the rate of migration could measure the pressure to 
migrate without presupposing what is contradicted by the 
phenomenon of migration itself, namely that the 'society' or given 
population is in some sense a bounded entity. 

Comparison of rates of migration between sample 
populations X and Y, then, necessarily exposes structural 
differentiation within the larger population which incorporates 
them both; and also differential structural integration of X and Y 
into that larger population. This, in tum, explains why economic 
factors and ideological factors are falsel y counter-posed by Parkin, 
and falsely su perim posed on Mitchell's rate / incidence distinction. 
Parkin defines his own position as 

clearly sympathetic to Amin'sapproach but not to the 
extentof dismissing ideological or socio,ultural factors 
as seemingly impotent 'guises'. It is accepted, as 
Mitchell and others demonstrated long ago, that 
economic factors are prime determinants of migra tion. 
But it cannot he accepted that 'extra-economic' 
motivations, in SO far as they are culturally consistent, 
ideological justifications for behaviour and not simply 
idiosyncratic ones, are insignificant and 'equally 
general'. For this would mean disregarding the 
influence of, for example, a pronounced, localized 
segmentary patrilineal ideology on the effects of rural 
emigration which,as Watson showed for the Mamhwe 
of Zambia, may facilitate less breakdown of rural 
households than a matrilineal ideology such as that of 
the Bemba ... (Parkin 1975: 10). 

Parkin's error here exactly illustrates the confusion I have 
attempted to expose. As the quotation implies, Mambwe ideology 
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is not merely ideology but also economy. Mambwe 'society and 
Bemba 'society' are indeed differentially incorporated into the 
larger economy. But this does not demonstrate the importance of 
ideology as an 'extra-economic' determinant of migration, as 
Parkin intended. It simply reflects the fact that different structural 
processes are at work. In the first place, while people adduce all 
sorts of reasons for migrating, 'economic' motives are also 
culturally or ideologically constituted and Parkin elsewhere cites 
bride wealth as a case in point. In the second place, migrants' 
motives do not explain the phenomenon of migration -a conclusion 
we had already reached in respect of neo-classical economics. If 
Parkin had properly appreciated this, he would have been less 
disconcerted by Amin's reference to the ideological 'guise' in 
which ' real' economic motives are presented. Such 
misunderstanding reflects the sense in which the volume on 
migration in eastern and central Africa which Parkin edited (1975) 
may be seen as a pained empiricist response to the intemperate 
and polemical style of Amin's introduction to the earlier volume 
(Amin 1974) on West African migration. 

Conclusion 

The study of migration is the study of processes of structural 
transformation. Recognition of this implies its corollary: a 
commitment to historical particularity - the processes by which 
societies X and Y have been incorporated and transformed - rather 
than to functionalist generalisation - the attributes of societies X 
and Y, respectively, predispose them to respond to generalised 
pressure by exhibiting different rates of migration. Such a 
commitment is shared by contributors to The Roots of Rural Poverty 
in Central and Southern Africa (Palmer and Parsons 1977). The 
essays illuminate the diverse responses of African societies to the 
penetration of capitalism and the imposition of colonial rule. 
Terence Ranger (1978) has acknowledged the important advance 
which this book represents. He also criticised it for adhering to a 
narrowly constraining definition of the peasantry, for its undue 
reliance on archival sources as against field work and oral sources, 
for its consequent fore-shortening of the process of 
underdevelopment in the 1930s,and for the overweening influence 
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of underdevelopment theory itself. Ranger argued in favour of a 
broader conception of the historical process of interaction between 
African societies and their larger political and economic 
environments. This requires greater attention, using appropriate 
fieldwork and oral sources, to the internal dynamics of those 
societies. 

We need to understand particular African societies at 
the grassroots, village by village, level in order fully to 
understand the variability of their relationships to the 
colonial economy. Nor do I believe that the protests of 
African peasants were always against the penetration 
of capitalist relations or that they necessarily bore the 
pathos of structuralIy determined losers (Ranger 1978: 
128). 

It is this sort of commitment that best demonstrates 
Africans' vigorous capacity to make their own history. Proponents 
of the analytical priority of structure over motivation need not, 
therefore, fear the charge of determinism which isoften, implicitly 
or explicitly and sometimes justifiably, laid against them by those 
who favour an interactionist perspective. Durkheim defended 
himself against this charge in his own way (1970: 325). And E.P. 
Thompson's 'polemical intervention' The Poverty of Theory (1978) 
is a passionate apology of the importance of human agency in the 
marxist tradition. Rather, the shadowy wraith of determinism 
appears to haunt the attempt to d istinguish between an underlying 
economic pressure to migrate, which operates at the level of 
structure, and contingent social circumstances, which operate at 
the level of motivation. The spectre is discernible simply because 
the economic force in formulations of this kind is envisaged as 
blunt and undiscriminating in its impact on a rural community. 
In Mitchell's words, it is "common for all the actors". But the 
spectre is effectively suppressed in analysis, to the relief of liberal 
sensibilities, by positing individualcircumstances as factors which 
qualify the undiscriminating impact of the underlying force, and 
which determine who does and who does not migrate. The study 
of particular historical processes of differentiation and integration 
is a better way of avoiding awkwardly mechanistic forms of 
determinism. 
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Postscript, September 1994 

I wrote this essay in 1979 and presented it at the Institute of 
Commonwealth Studies, University of London, as part of a series 
of seminars on "Labour Migration within the Empire
Commonwealth from 1780". As a Cambridge-trained anthro
pologist who had undertaken fieldwork in Lesotho in the early 
1970s, I was committed to detailed, micro-level empirical work, 
and I was also discovering the stimulation of comparative political 
economy. I thus sought to come to terms with a strong tradition 
of analysis in the anthropological and sociological literature on 
labour migration in eastern, central and southern Africa; and with 
certain ideas in a newly-emerging historiography relating to the 
penetration of capitalist relations of production in the region. 

The essay appeared to exert some influence on a rapidly 
developing field of studies, albeit in a shadowy way since it was 
not published (Marks and Richardson 1984: 6, 17). Robin Cohen 
referred to it in his wide-ranging comparative study of the 
movement of unfree labour in the history of ca pitalist development, 
The New Helots (1987: 38ff); and, a little provocatively, confronted 
Clyde .Mitchell and myself at a workshop in Oxford (UK) in 
February 1987. Mitchell responded briefly with a "Postscript, 
1988" attached to a slightly edited version of his original (1959) 
paper which was published in a collection of disparate essays on 
la bour and migra tion in Africa (Zegeye and Ishemo 1989: 51-52). 
Doug Munro picked up these references during the course of his 
research and urged me to have my own paper published. 

I would like to emphasise that its purpose was not to snipe 
at the ancestors but to take seriously, and to interpret in a rather 
literal-minded way, in a climate of shifting paradigms, certain key 
ideas then prevalent in the literature. The problem, in my view, 
lay in the casual reproduction of such ideas - in particular the 
ra te / incidence distinction -by other writers than Mitchell himself; 
and in their partly acknowledged limitations in respect of dealing 
with variables on the demand side, wherein of course lay their 
intellectual incompatibility with a vigorously articulated marxist 
critique of the conventional wisdom of neo-classical economics. I 
was concerned, above all, however, with the need to relate macro-



Explaining Migration 27 

level analysis to micro-level analysis in positive ways, and to 
transcend a habit which allowed, and indeed encouraged, writers 
of diverse theoretical persuasions to concentrate on one level at 
the expense of the other. I hope that the paper may still be of some 
constructive value. 

NOTES 

It should be noted, however, that neo-classical economists such 
as Elkan (1959) and Barber (1959) have played a notable partin rescuing 
Homooeconomicus africanus, African economic man, from the obloquy of 
cultural stultification to which he has so often been consigned in official 
memoranda. 

In early versions of his model (1972a, 1972b), Wilson's push/pull 
forces and the changi ng balance between them over time are aggrega tes 
of the rational acts of migrants/employers/politicians, etc. In more 
recent work (1976), however, he is more concerned to analyse the 
structural bias in the southern African regional economy by which 
capital accumulation takes place in the industrial core at the expense of 
the rural periphery. The shift of emphasis reflects the uncomfortable 
accommodation of political economy within a discourse that remains 
essentially nea-classical. 

3 Roger BOhning attempted to develop an operational index of 
dependence, which he defined as "one-sided and asymmetrical control 
over the resources and well-being of a nation" (1977: 2). His method is 
a comparison of the real situation (at the time of writing), in which the 
BLS countries (Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland) export labour to 
South Africa and deri ve a large proportion of GNP from thei r earnings, 
with the hypothetical si tua tion tomorrow, in which South Africa cuts off 
all employment opportunities for citizens of those countries, who are 
accordingly repatriated and dependent for support on existing 
domestically-generated income. Such a calculation does not offer an 
"objective assessment of actual costs" of labour migration but it does 
offer a plausible index of relative dependence for different parts of the 
periphery. It also offers a means of assessing the effects of the loss of 
40,000 jobs in South Africa for ci tizens of Lesotho which it was estimated 
in 1978 that the country would have to anticipate. 
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In another paper (1969) Mitchell analysed the circulation of 
labour wi th reference to the 'plural' society of Rhodesia and its poli tical 
and economic structures of discrimina tion. But the significant theoretical 
advance which this approach might have represented was vitiated by 
the persisting ambiguity of his Durkheimian terms of reference. On the 
one hand, these structural factors are determinant, in some sense. On 
the other, they "combine in chance patterns for different individuals" 
(1969: 180, my emphasis), so that the behaviour of individual Africans 
ina 'plural' society reflects the "calculusof choice" (1969: 178). However, 
Mitchell himself discerned irregularities of behaviour such that lithe 
probability of migrating or of returning varies with the characteristics 
of indi vid uals, either in the terms of demogra phic a ttribu tes, such as age 
and sex, or in sociological variables such as status and social position" 
(1969: 180). The damaging implications of this observation for the 
polarisa tion of ra teand incidence remain unexplored, and the distinction 
is elaborated in substantially similar form in two later papers (1975, 
1978). 

5 Since Mitchell's use of rate and incidence corresponds neither 
with what I construe as their 'common sense' usage nor with the usage 
conventional in epidemiology and statistical demography, it may be 
helpful to illustrate the difference as they apply to the study of labour 
migration. In 'common sense' usage, incidence refers to a synchronic 
frequency distribution, such that the incidence of smoking may be 
compared between the sexes or between social classes, or the incidence 
of absenteeism of male labour migrants may be compared between age 
strata or between administrative districts, at anyone time. Thus 
Mitchell (1975) writes of rates of male absenteeism in Rhodesia bu t he is 
properly referrin&t~ its incidence between districts, since the figure for 
each district is P') )( loowhere E is the expected number of males 
in the age stratum F6J..2-46 years, derived from a standard population, 
and P is the actual number of males in the age stratum, derived from the 
1962 census. By contrast, the rate of labour migration would properly 
have a time-period reference, such that X % of a particular population 
went away on migrant labour during a specified period, say one year. 
Rate and incidence, in these senses, will only coincide under two 
conditions, neither of which holds in practice, namely that the mean 
period of absence is one year and that departure is evenly distributed 
throughout the year. Anthropologists are seldom able to establish rates 
in this sense, except where they observe departures continuously over 
the time period in question. Otherwise the only source of information 
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inevitably partial, is labour recruitment agencies which. record the 
numbers of contracting labourers from specified areas during the 
period in question. 

Epidemiologists and statistical demographers distinguish 
between incidence, with a temporal reference, and prevalence, with a 
spatial reference, while both are loosely referred to as rates. Thus the 
incidence of measles in a given population would refer to the weekly, 
monthly, seasonal or annual variation in numbers of people contracting 
the disease. The prevalence of measles would refer to the number of 
people who had contracted the disease in a given period in various areas 
or administrative sub-divisions of a population. Applied to labour 
migration, incidence in this sense would refer, for example, to variation 
in the number of migrants recruited at different seasons ·of the year; 
prevalence would correspond to Mitchell's (1975) use of rate and my 
'common sense' use of incidence. 
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