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and natives organized along ethnoracial lines. Sociologists no longer call for
the expulsion of “weaker races,” but they often continue to delimit the field
of inquiry as if it were an ethnoracial Olympic Games. In these Games, eth-
noracial groups began competing with each other a century ago in the heyday
of transatlantic migration. As new groups arrive, they join the Games and are
judged by their “attainment” compared to current groups and past compet-
itors, as if the Mexican “team” in 2000 could be compared to the Chinese
team'’s performance in the same year, as well as to the Italian team in 1910
(see Perlmann 2005). It is not simply that individuals and groups at the same
time and place are perceived to be in competition, which may objectively be
the case in some contexts, but that people separated by a century of history or
more are categorized and analyzed as if they were contending with each other.
The construction of the field as a multigenerational competition has generated
crucial insights, but sociologists are increasingly adopting other perspectives
as well to understand international migration in its many facets.

The study of immigration to the United States has disproportionately influ-
enced the study of other migrations. This is due to both the broad influence
of the United States in the global academy generally and to the extraordinary
and sustained volume of immigration to the United States that has driven
much academic interest. During the long nineteenth century, more Europeans
moved overseas to the United States than to the rest of the world put together,
though there were even larger migrations within Asia at the time that have been
ignored by sociologists (McKeown 2004). The 45.8 million immigrants in the
United States in 2013 represented more than the total immigrant populations of
the next five biggest destinations combined (Russia, Germany, Saudi Arabia,
United Arab Emirates, and the United Kingdom). There were more people of
Mexican birth alone living in the United States than the total number of immi-
grants of all nationalities in any other country (Passel et al. 2012).

This chapter is written by a card-carrying member of the ASA with a US
passport and Ph.D. It admittedly reproduces some aspects of a US-centric
view, but it also aims to show where US dominance has left major casualties
on the field of knowledge. The entire enterprise is shot through with unstated
and often mistaken assumptions of both universality and US exceptionalism.
Assumptions that international migration is constituted by long-distance, more
or less permanent immigration betrays the field’s roots in understanding the
transoceanic migrations of the turn of the twentieth century when sociology
was becoming institutionalized as a discipline. While for Americans, there is
no more quintessential image of an immigrant than a passenger on a steamship
sailing past the Statue of Liberty, a wide range of actors cross international
borders, including tourists, traders, students, commuters, and refugees.

The logic of a discipline built around assessing how immigrants and their
descendants are faring in a multigenerational competition for resources and sta-
tus begins to crack when a broader range of mobile experiences is considered.
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Assumptions that immigrants will assimilate, or that the host society wants
them to assimilate, clearly do not apply in contexts such as the Persian Gulf
countries, which have the world’s highest rates of in-migration relative to their
population, yet make the integration of foreigners all but impossible. Neither
is the United States alone a “nation of immigrants.” There are many other such
self-described nations, many of which have experienced much higher rates of
immigration relative to their total population, including Argentina and Cuba
in the early twentieth century, and Canada and Australia more consistently
(FitzGerald and Cook-Martin 2014). The contrast often drawn between the set-
tler societies of North America and Oceania on the one hand, against a Europe
that supposedly only discovered migration after World War 1I on the other,
ignores the long history of mass immigration to France and other large-scale
circular movements in Europe (Moch 1992). Of greatest theoretical concern
is that there is as much migration between countries in the so-called Global
South as from the Global South to the North (Castles and Miller 2009). These
massive migrations within the Global South remain understudied, and their
theorization underspecified vis-a-vis concepts developed in other contexts, to
the detriment of sociological understanding everywhere.

ATAXONOMY OF SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

The sociology of international migration has examined experiences of migration
from the viewpoints of a wide array of actors in multiple social fields. Table 4.1
summarizes five major perspectives, the definition of the analytical field and its

TABLE 4.1: MIGRATION STUDIES PERSPECTIVES IN SOCIOLOGY

Analytic Perspective  Reference Groups and Social Field Trajectory of Change

Selectivity I. Nerworked self-selection of emigrants vis-3-vis
those who stay behind in country of origin

2 Origin and destination state selection of immigrants

Divergence

Classical assimilaton I.  Endpoint comparing descendents of “new”
immigrants vis-3-vis descendants of “old”
immigrants

Convergence

2. Processual trajectory of new immigrants and
their descendants vis-3-vis thelr “old” immigrant
counterparts

Segmented assimiladon  Assimilation of new immigrants and thelr descendants
vis-A-vis particular segments of the host population:
(1) “old" immigrant counterparts and (2) marginalized
natives

Methodological rejection of strictly defined points of
comparison on diffuse transnational social field

Divergence

Transnationalism Reproduction

Dissimilatdon Emigrants and their offspring vis-3-vis those who sty Divergence

behind In the country of origin
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reference groups, and the trajectory of social change that is emphasized in each
perspective. After briefly defining these concepts and their origins, the chapter
discusses each of them in turn in greater detail.2 Throughout, I emphasize the
political factors that shape who migrates and the subsequent experiences of
migrants and their descendants. There are many forms of migration, including
internal migration from the countryside to the city. What makes international
migration distinctive is its political quality. Migrants cross the borders that
states have created to control movement, define sovereignty, and establish
membership (Zolberg 1999). Political considerations interact with many other
factors, but understanding variation in migrant selectivity, integration, transna-
tionalism, and dissimilation requires careful attention to underlying political
factors that should not be taken for granted.

Studies of selectivity begin with the question of who migrates and why. The
answers often start with differences in macro-economic structures and varia-
tion in opportunities between source and destination countries, but the main
sociological contribution has been to explain the critical role of the “world
system,” social networks, and demographic patterns in shaping migration
flows. Political sociologists, along with political scientists whose work in prac-
tice is often indistinguishable, explain the role of states in shaping migration
flows and the selection of who is included or excluded. The major trajectory
of change in studies of selectivity is divergence among different populations.
From the perspective of the place of origin, some individuals migrate while
others are left behind; from the perspective of the place of destination, some
are admitted while others are rejected.

The question of what happens to immigrants on arrival in their coun-
tries of destination was first studied in the United States under the rubric
of assimilation. The term was partly discredited in the United States in the
ethnic revival of the 1970s for being an ideological mask for coercive Amer-
icanization and failing to recognize examples of persistent ethnic difference.
The conceptualization of assimilation in the United States has been impov-
erished by an inattention to comparable processes in other parts of the world
that have been conceptualized in other terms (Banton 1983). Post-World
War II studies in Europe, as well as some US scholarship, has preferred
to work with the concept of “integration” instead, based on the logic that
these terms are more ideologically neutral, less colored by the specificity of
the US experience, and better allow for an understanding of how immigra-
tion changes both host societies as well as immigrants themselves (Yancey
et al. 1976; Favell 2001). However, contemporary empirical studies of
assimilation and integration in practice tend to look indistinguishable when
it comes to operationalizing their constitutive components. The choice of
terms appears to express political preferences and academic socialization in
particular national contexts more than a fundamentally different analytical
stance.
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The study of assimilation/integration includes multiple perspectives within
it. Classical studies of assimilation emphasize convergence between foreign-
ers and natives over time and generations spent in the destination country. The
studies differ in the extent to which they describe the process of assimilation—
whether immigrants and natives are converging in some way—or claim that
at a given endpoint, assimilation either happened or remained incomplete in
some unspoken teleology. The endpoint is usually determined as a practi-
cal matter by the availability of quantitative data rather than any theoretical
rationale. Earlier authors emphasized straight-line assimilation, in which the
process moved inexorably forward even if different ethnic groups advanced
at different speeds (Warner and Srole 1945), while latter authors such as Gans
(1992a) recognized that the process was more of a “bumpy line.” The distinc-
tion between straight and bumpy lines has become part of the historiography
of assimilation but does not represent a current axis of debate, as no contem-
porary analyst would argue for inexorable, strictly straight-line assimilation.

Studies of segmented assimilation emphasize that immigrants and their
descendants engage different parts of the destination society, resulting in a
broader set of assimilation paths than could be seen by looking for one form
of assimilation to the entire “host society.” Instead, the segmented assimila-
tion perspective describes how an immigrant population that is diverse in its
ethnoracial and class origins assimilates to different segments of a host society
that is likewise segmented by ethnoracial background and class (Zhou 1997;
Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Most attention in this perspective has focused on
the downward path of assimilation, though there is no inherent reason to con-
flate segmentation, the degree of similarity between comparison groups, and
the direction of mobility.

The transnationalism literature emerged out of anthropology in the late
1980s and early 1990s to reject the notion of assimilation as the master category
of migration studies (Glick Schiller et al. 1992). It originally emphasized that
many migrants retain strong ties with their places of origin rather than simply
assimilating, though later sociological iterations allowed for the assimilatory
and transnational processes to unfold at the same time (Levitt 2001; Smith
2006). Some critics of the slipperiness of the concept of transnationalism drew
on earlier work in the sociology of North African migration to France and
Mexican migration to the United States to develop the notion of dissimilation,
which emphasizes ruptures between emigrants and those they left behind in
countries of emigration, unlike the reproduction of community across borders
highlighted in transnational accounts (Sayad 2004; FitzGerald 2009).

SELECTIVITY

Theories of international migration attempt to explain population move-
ments across international borders—an ambitious task given the wide array of
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Some scholars have attempted to bridge this divide, particularly in Australia
and Europe, where asylum seekers are a far more salient subject in contempo-
rary political debates about international migration than in the United States.
Sociological investigation of the determinants and practices of national poli-
cies and the international refugee regime is better developed in these regions as
a consequence (Castles 2003; Geiger and Pécoud 2010).

Basic research remains to be done on the extent to which many of the
broader findings of the migration literature apply to refugees. For example,
while the designation of individuals as refugees is typically thought of as obey-
ing a foreign policy logic (Fitzgerald 1996), class politics may be implicated as
well. Under what circumstances are refugee policies a backdoor for attracting
workers? There are certainly examples of such policies, as when the Canadian
government accepted Polish refugees from World War II on the condition that
they work in agriculture for two years (Satzewich 1991). How do class politics
and foreign policy interact in other contexts? Sociologists have written exten-
sively about the social networks of labor migrants, entrepreneurs, and reuniting
families, but at least in some contexts, refugees also rely on social networks to
migrate, even though the refugee category is a political construction of states
and intergovernmental agencies (Hein 1993; Koser and Pinkerton 2002). Given
that the literature on refugees tends to be so dominated by normative concerns
that include the political goal of carving out refugees as a special category for
protection, there is insufficient attention to specifying when, how, and why
the experience of refugees differs from that of other types of international
migrants.

CLASSICAL ASSIMILATION AND INTEGRATION

The work of Park and Burgess (1924) and Warner and Srole (1945) initiated
the classical canon of assimilation studies in the United States. Park and Bur-
gess defined assimilation as “a process of interpenetration and fusion in which
persons and groups acquire the memories, sentiments, and attitudes of other
persons or groups, and, by sharing their experience and history, are incorporated
with them in a common cultural life.” They imply an “ultimate homogeneity”
of American culture at the end of the process. Two typologies from Milton
Gordon (1964) later sharpened analytical tools in the sociological kit. First,
Gordon highlighted different modes of assimilation: the Anglo-conformity
desired by earlier authors, the melting pot, and pluralism. Anglo-conformity
represented the mode in which immigrants to the United States changed to
become like the Anglo-Saxon majority, a concept made transportable outside
the US context by Horowitz (1975), who termed it “incorporation.” By contrast,
in the melting pot, both immigrants and natives change to accommodate each
other through the creation of a new national entity. In the pluralist mode, which
aligns with contemporary US understandings of multiculturalism, immigrants
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adapt to the host society in some ways while still retaining some ethnic differ-
ence. Gordon’s second typology unpacked the idea of assimilation, whatever
its mode, into different dimensions of change such as acculturation, inter-
marriage, and acceptance by the host society in attitude and practice. These
domains can be operationalized for empirical study and make it possible to
measure systematically the direction and pace of change in each dimension and
patterned sequences of change across dimensions.

The term “assimilation” was widely discredited in the US academy dur-
ing the ethnic revival of the 1970s for its association with forced assimilation,
or at least the assumption that Anglo-conformity was a good thing and that
the moral responsibility for change lay in the hands of immigrants rather than
natives (see Brubaker 2001). Alba and Nee (1997, 2003) revived the use of the
term by distancing themselves from its use in promoting assimilation. Alba and
Nee’s definition of assimilation as “the decline, and at its endpoint the disap-
pearance, of an ethnic/ racial distinction and the cultural and social differences
that express it” (1997: 863) is useful because of its focus on *distinction.” A
given cultural practice or representation is only a source of ethnic distinction
if it is a significant boundary marker in the perception of actors in a given
context (Barth 1969). By viewing assimilation as a process of boundary dis-
solution or reconfiguration, the insights of Barth can be applied to assimilation
in a way that both broadens the kinds of circumstances studied while more
carefully specifying the mechanisms involved (Zolberg and Woon 1999; Alba
2005; Wimmer 2008).

The general starting assumption of assimilation studies in the United States
is that over time, and certainly over the course of a generation, immigrants
want to assimilate, and the host society wants them to assimilate. This per-
spective fits many examples in US history, but it struggles to accommodate
other basic facts. For example, in the United States as throughout most of the
Western Hemisphere in the late nineteenth century, policy makers recruited
Chinese temporary workers because they were considered to be different from
natives in ways that made them better workers. In the United States, Chinese
were legally segregated on the West Coast and then later blamed for refusing
to assimilate, thus legitimizing further exclusionary measures (FitzGerald and
Cook-Martin 2014). Interviews with Canadian agricultural employers of tem-
porary migrant workers show that many employers prefer Mexicans to West
Indians because they consider Mexicans less likely to assimilate or protest
working conditions, given their limited English skills and the lack of an estab-
lished Mexican community (Preibisch and Binford 2007). Temporary migrant
workers are often preferred because they are different, not because they are
considered more assimilable.

It would be a mistake to think that US models of assimilation apply glob-
ally. Governments and public opinion in countries with large populations of
permanent immigrants do not always want them to integrate. For example,
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Rogers Brubaker’s (1992) comparison of nationality in France and Germany
argued that the French policy of jus soli, the principle of attributing nationality
to birth on the national soil, differed from the German policy of jus sanguinis,
the principle of attributing nationality based on descent, in large part because
of the cultural meaning of the nation in France as being framed by the borders
of the state, in contrast to German understandings of the nation as extend-
ing to a community that had been divided by wars and mass emigration to
stretch across state borders. The effect was to make it extremely difficult for
immigrants to naturalize in Germany compared to France. While Brubaker’s
predictions of policy continuity and interpretation of historical details came
under attack from other scholars (Joppke 1999; Weil 2008), the book showed
the importance of differential configurations of political culture and the effect
of path dependency in shaping the very possibility of immigrants achieving
political incorporation.

Gino Germani (1970) extended the comparative study of assimilation by
examining the Argentine case together with the United States, Brazil, and
Canada. Germani argued that the two main demographic conditions for full
assimilation, or “fusion,” were when the stock of foreign-bom residents was
larger than that of older inhabitants and when the native population was ini-
tially small. However, the subsequent growth of mass migration to the Persian
Gulf shows that such demographic factors are insufficient bases for assimila-
tion. Naturalization is all but impossible for most migrants in the Gulf., Male
workers are often housed in barracks while women work as atomized live-in
domestics to limit their interactions with native society. Workers from non-
Arab countries are desired because they are different from natives and thus can
be more easily controlled and excluded (Fargues 2011). Political factors matter
as much as demographic factors in shaping the nature of integration.

Claire Adida’s (2011) fieldwork in West Africa further expands understand-
ings of how different local contexts shape assimilation. Based on surveys
and interviews with two major immigrant communities (Yorubas and Hausas)
living in four countries (Ghana, Benin, Nigeria, and Niger), she surprisingly
finds that the most culturally similar immigrants are the least likely to integrate.
As she explains this paradox, immigrant leaders patrol cultural boundaries to
prevent their constituents from “passing” in the host society and defecting from
the informal institutions controlled by the leaders. Members of the host society
are quickest to reject culturally similar immigrants, whom they fear will be a
greater source of competition for scarce resources if they can pass as natives.
Assimilation is not the natural condition of immigrants and their descendants,
but rather a product of only a subset of many possible configurations of migra-
tion policies and cultural expectations.

Morawska (2008) argues that European studies of integration have tended
to pay more attention to the effects of state policies than studies in the United
States, due to the relatively greater weight of the state in European social life
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generally and state dominance of European research funding. Comparative
studies of official multiculturalism have been one way to understand the insti-
tutions that promote or inhibit different forms of integration. Unfortunately,
multiculturalism can have contradictory meanings and intentions (Koopmans
2013). In Canada and the United Kingdom, for example, multiculturalism
refers to a state-sponsored celebration of ethnic difference that should be main-
tained among permanent immigrants and their descendants, under the umbrella
of a common national identity. In the Netherlands of the 1970s, by contrast,
multiculturalism referred to a policy of maintaining the ethnic difference of
foreigners expected to return to their countries of origin. Teaching the second
generation in their parents’ native languages was aimed at preventing their full
integration into Dutch society that would retard return to countries such as
Morocco (Entzinger 2006).

Notwithstanding extensive attention to national variation in citizenship pol-
icies among sociologists (Joppke 2010), political scientists (Vink and Baub6ck
2013), and legal scholars (Aleinikoff and Klusmeyer 2001), a debate raging
since the 1990s disputes the extent to which national citizenship matters at all in
shaping access to social rights of state services. Access to rights is constitutive
of political integration and shapes the possibilities of economic and educa-
tional integration. Soysal (1994) argued that universal personhood—the quality
of being a human being—is more important than territorial personhood—the
quality of membership in a particular place-based community—in justifying
the extension of social rights to non-citizen residents of a territory. Soysal’s
argument that a more universalistic, postnational moment had arrived was
widely criticized for misrepresenting the source of rights and the applicability
of the argument beyond the unique setting of the EU (Hansen 2009), but it was
spectacularly successful at opening a debate and cited more than 3,200 times
in fewer than 20 years.’

If there was previously a lack of attention to how state policies affect
immigrant integration in the United States, it had eroded by the turn of the
twenty-first century. Bloemraad (2006) draws on the greater promotion of mul-
ticulturalism in Canada relative to the United States to explain higher levels of
naturalization in the former even though naturalization requirements are quite
similar. Alba and Nee's (2003) optimistic assessment for the assimilation of
the second generation of post-1965 immigrants is predicated in part on official
anti-discriminatory policies, which stand in contrast to the pre-Civil Rights
era, in which open, often legal discrimination against despised racial groups
was rampant. Fox’s (2012) historical reconstruction of social policy toward
immigrants beginning with the New Deal in the 1930s highlights how early
policies favored southern and eastern Europeans relative to Mexicans, with
lasting consequences.

Sociologists have taken the lead in attempting to establish the extent to
which the legal status of immigrants, and the legal status of their parents,
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