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Levels of analysis

Some fifteen years ago, Nancy Green concluded that migration history (and social history in

general) was in need of ‘poststructural structuralism’.1 Thus, the fruits of structural and

broad comparisons could still be enjoyed, provided that they paid attention to and were

embedded in specific cultural and historical contexts. When we compare developments or

processes, either in space or time, we therefore have to be more aware not only of the levels

and units of analysis but also of the way in which we structure our comparisons. She and

others concluded that in most cases the meso level is to be preferred over highly aggregated

(macro) approaches.2 In the parlance of migration history: networks and agency, rather

than push and pull. Although in principle we fully subscribe to her plea, in our original

2009 article, ‘The mobility transition revisited’, we nevertheless opted for the macro dimen-

sion, both for data on the choice of migration categories and for the ensuing typology.

Before going into the extremely useful commentaries on our article we would first like to

explain why, for comparative reasons, we ostensibly disregarded Green’s advice.

The main reason for our approach was to enable global comparisons by constructing

uniform migration rates and a new standardized migration typology, or at least to develop

systematic ideas in that direction. This was also why we cast our approach in a formula that

� The original critiques on our 2009 article in this journal were delivered at a round table organized at the
European Social Science History Conference, Ghent, 13 April 2010. Our 2009 article is part of a wider
programme to systematize knowledge on global migration history through a series of conferences. The
first volume was published in 2010 (Jan Lucassen, Leo Lucassen, and Patrick Manning, eds., Migration
history in world history: multidisciplinary approaches, Leiden: Brill). Forthcoming volumes are Ulbe
Bosma, Gijs Kessler, and Leo Lucassen, eds., Migration and membership regimes in global and historical
perspective, Leiden: Brill, 2011; and Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen, eds., Globalising migration history:
the Eurasian experience (16th–21st centuries), Leiden: Brill, 2012.

1 Nancy L. Green, ‘The comparative method and poststructural structuralism: new perspectives for
migration studies’, Journal of American Ethnic History, 13, 4, 1994, pp. 3–22.

2 See also Dirk Hoerder, ‘Segmented macrosystems and networking individuals: the balancing functions of
migration processes’, in Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen, eds., Migration, migration history, history: old
paradigms and new perspectives, Bern: Peter Lang, 1997, pp. 73–84.
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allows other scholars to apply our method in other periods or continents. Only then are sys-

tematic comparisons possible. The comments by Adam McKeown are a good illustration of

such a standardized scholarly exchange. By using our model, his reconstruction of Chinese

migration patterns between 1600 and 1900 shows similarities but also important differences

in both level and types of migration. The juxtaposition of China and Europe, embedded in

the political and socioeconomic history of these two large parts of the world, automatically

leads to new insights and questions.

One of the things they do is to open our eyes to the different timing and different effects

of military migrations and colonization, as Figures 1 and 2, based on our and McKeown’s

own calculations, show. Competition between states in Europe led to almost constant war-

fare, as Tilly stressed.3 This produced not only massive military migrations, but also import-

ant technical innovations. In China, the effects in the long transition period from Ming to

Qing may have been comparable. From the Taiping Rebellion (1850–1864) onwards, how-

ever, the effects were more destructive (politically and economically). Another apparent dif-

ference between Europe and China in the nineteenth century is the importance of rural to

urban migrations, which we will discuss later.

Units of analysis

Such very broad comparisons, however, as Adam McKeown and Leslie Moch rightly argue,

also have their downside, as they tend to hide as much as they reveal. We fully agree that

it might make more sense to compare China as an empire with the Russian, Ottoman, or

Austro-Hungarian empire. With respect to human mobility, the logic of empires is different

Figure 1. Share of migration modes in Europe, 1601–1900
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3 Charles Tilly, Coercion, capital and European states, AD 990–1992, Oxford: Blackwell, 1990.
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from that of nation-states. They tend to move their borders over people and thus rulers are

confronted with much more ethnic, religious, and linguistic diversity than in most nation-

states, especially following the ‘religious cleansing’ of large parts of Europe from the

fifteenth century onwards.4 The imperial logic, linked to greater (partly feudal) restrictions

on peasant mobility, explains why male and female labour migration to commercialized

areas was less widespread. But empires were also much more active in sending peasants as

colonizers to frontier regions, a category that, in the Chinese case, was partly conflated

with the migration of soldiers.5

Which unit of analysis is meaningful, however, depends on the research question. In the

‘Great Divergence’ debate on the economic performance of China and Europe, economic

historians did not use empires as their point of departure but compared England with the

Lower Yangtse delta. The reason was simple: these two represented the engines of economic

growth in their respective parts of the world.6 However, contrasting comparisons (such as

our comparison of migration rates in Russia and the Dutch Republic) need not be mislead-

ing or useless per se, as Leslie Moch seems to assume. Notwithstanding structural differ-

ences in scale and nature, such sub-comparisons on the level of states open our eyes to

different migration dynamics, and help to put mass migrations in their historical context.

Figure 2. Share of migration modes in China, 1601–1900
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4 With the exception of the Dutch Republic and the Ottoman empire: Charles H. Parker, ‘Paying
for the privilege: the management of public order and religious pluralism in two early modern societies’,
Journal of World History, 17, 2006, pp. 267–96.

5 C. Campbell and J. Z. Lee, ‘Free and unfree labor in Qing China: emigration and escape among the
bannermen of north-east China, 1789–1909’, The History of the Family: An International Quarterly, 6,
2001, pp. 455–76; Jeffrey Burds, Peasant dreams and market politics: labor migration and the Russian
village, 1861–1905, Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1998.

6 For recent contributions to this debate, see Robert C. Allen, Jean Pascal Bassino, Debin Ma, Christine
Moll-Murata, and Jan Luiten van Zanden, ‘Wages, prices, and living standards in China, 1738–1925: in
comparison with Europe, Japan, and India’, Economic History Review, 64, 2011, pp. 8–38.
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The migration categories

McKeown, Moch, and Ehmer also discuss problems with the categories that we used to sys-

tematize the various forms of cross-community migrations in Europe. We agree that our

typology is somewhat ambiguous. The initial aim was to come up with categories that

would enable us to measure total migration rates for Europe as a whole, with as little over-

lap as possible. So far, our critics have not really suggested an alternative, apart from adding

nomadism and transhumance (Ehmer), which did not concern very large numbers, whether

in Europe or beyond.7 We do think, however, that these kinds of moves do fit in our seasonal

category.8

Our migration typology indeed harbours two different organizing principles. One is to

differentiate different forms of migration: to cities, seasonal, soldiers and sailors, and colon-

ization. The other consists of two logical categories, namely emigration from the region cho-

sen – in this case Europe – and immigration into it. That the latter two categories are of a

different nature may be demonstrated easily: if the region chosen is the entire world, the cat-

egories emigration and immigration would vanish automatically. The next question is what

the cross-community effects of emigration are on the region of origin. In the period under

investigation they could be threefold: through return migration, communication with the

home region (by letters, etc.), and books about non-European parts of the world. The degree

to which such experiences actually reached the sending area depended in the first place on

the life expectancies of emigrants, and also on their communication skills, in particular lit-

eracy. Both these varied greatly according to place and time. Mortality of Europeans was

much higher in the tropics, for example in the Caribbean and Asia, than in North America.9

Literacy was much higher in north-western Europe than in southern and eastern parts of the

continent.10 Mortality figures dropped from the second half of the nineteenth century,

whereas literacy figures started to rise at the same time. If we were to apply such considera-

tions to coolies, for example, we might be able to determine effects of emigration from out-

side Europe. This would also include a comparison of destinations. Did it matter that most

European emigrants to the United State landed up in cities, whereas many Chinese and

Indian coolies were restricted to plantations and mines?

Finally, we point at the possibility that within the period being researched the geograph-

ical unit may change, which has consequences for both the emigration and the immigration

categories. In our case, one could argue that, from the early nineteenth century onwards,

7 Willard Sunderland, Taming the wild field: colonization and empire on the Russian Steppe, Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 2004.

8 Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen ‘Transhumanz’, in Friedrich Jaeger, ed., Enzyklopädie der Neuzeit,
vol. 13, Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, forthcoming 2011.

9 P. D. Curtin, Death by migration: Europe’s encounter with the tropical world in the nineteenth century,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989.

10 David Cressy, Coming over: migration and communication between England and New England in the
seventeenth century, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987; Jelle van Lottum, Jan Lucassen, and
Lex Heerma van Voss, ‘Sailors, national and international labour markets and national identity’, in
R. W. Unger, ed., Shipping and economic growth 1350–1850, Leiden: Brill, 2011, pp. 309–52; Mattias
van Rossum, Lex Heerma van Voss, Jelle van Lottum, and Jan Lucassen, ‘National and international
labour markets for sailors in European, Atlantic and Asian waters, 1600–1850’, in M. Fusaro and A.
Polónia, eds., Maritime history as global history, St John’s, Newfoundland: International Maritime
Economic History Association, 2010, pp. 47–72.
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North America became part of the European orbit, as the consequence of the first round of

globalization, which constituted a coherent Atlantic economic and cultural migration

field.11 As most European emigrants went to US cities, the erstwhile ‘emigrants’ in such a

new spatial unit then shifted to the urban category. The relative weight of rural to urban

migrations in ‘the Atlantic’ would then contrast even more strongly with China, even if

we restrict ourselves to the Lower Yangtze delta or the urbanized Chinese east coast, where

levels of urbanization were still considerably lower than in Europe for the period 1850–

1900.12

Migration rates and the mobility transition

Several critics have questioned our definition of migration. Moch doubts the utility of Man-

ning’s cross-cultural concept, pointing to the often low intensity of contacts between

migrants and ‘natives’. Many migrants were isolated from others (such as soldiers or season-

al workers), kept to themselves, and returned to their home regions. We do not disagree

with her but do not regard this as a major problem. The application of our model at lower

levels of aggregation will indeed enable scholars to research and qualify the intensity of the

contact, and to analyse the conditions under which cross-cultural connections à la Manning

are likely to lead to innovations. This will undoubtedly differ between categories, but also

from case to case. As we explained in our original article, we expect that migration to cities

had a greater innovative capacity than colonization or seasonal migration. However, in the

latter case we should pay more attention to the effect of changes wrought by return

migrants, a phenomenon that we have not dealt with so far. We would also like to add

that migrants – and in particular immigrants in cities, sailors, soldiers, and seasonal

migrants – mostly had to earn their income as wage labourers, and consequently entered

into labour relations, with other possibilities for cross-cultural contacts.

Josef Ehmer also looks critically at our definition, but from a different perspective. Based

on his own and others’ extensive and excellent work on travelling journeymen and domes-

tics in the Austro-Hungarian empire, he suggests a more encompassing definition of migra-

tion, which encapsulates micro and repetitive moves by domestics, journeymen, and the like.

We agree fully that leaving them out, unless they settled in cities, has the big disadvantage

of underestimating high levels of mobility in early modern Europe. Besides, it might even

completely level off the jump in the figures during the second half of the nineteenth century.

As a consequence, in a future version of our data collection, we are planning to

include figures for tramping artisans, and if possible also migratory servants, even if it is

very difficult to collect data at an equal level for different periods and parts of Europe.

We will subsume these tramping artisans and servants (not settling down in cities) under

11 Kevin H. O’Rourke and Jeffrey G. Williamson, Globalization and history: the evolution of a nineteenth-
century Atlantic economy, Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 2000.

12 In 1840, the urbanization rate in the Lower Yangtze delta was 11%, much higher than the Chinese
average (4%) but considerably lower than in north-west Europe (c.40%): Robert Brenner and
Christopher Isett, ‘England’s divergence from China’s Yangzi delta: property relations, microeconomics,
and patterns of development’, Journal of Asian Studies, 61, 2002, p. 636; Paolo Malanima,
‘Urbanization’, in Stephen Broadberry and Kevin O’Rourke, eds., The Cambridge economic history of
modern Europe. Vol 1: 1700–1870, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010, pp. 235–63.
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the heading of temporal migrants, which presently exclusively consists of soldiers and

sailors.

Since the publication of our 2009 article we have thoroughly elaborated our data in our

2010 IISH Research Paper, in which we extensively document our sources and explain our

methods.13 Combined with new data, this has led us to lower the migration rates in the per-

iod 1850–1900 by almost five percentage points (Table 1), thus moving in the direction that

Ehmer suggests.

Modernization and human capital

Perhaps more interesting are Ehmer’s remarks about the broader implications of the high

mobility of young European men and women in the early modern period for the nature of

Europe’s society and economy. His ideas fit perfectly with Jelle van Lottum’s critique of

our lack of sophistication with respect to the quality of the migrants, or human capital.14

Van Lottum uses a new institutionalist approach, pointing at the ‘modern’ features of

north-western European societies long before the nineteenth century, such as free wage

labour for men and women, relatively high levels of social mobility, high levels of urbaniza-

tion, the dominance of the nuclear family and neo-local marriages, effectively functioning

markets, and the protection of property rights.15 That geographical mobility for both men

and women was so normal in this highly commercialized, urbanized, and proletarianized

Table 1. Total migration rates in Europe, 1501–1900

Total average

population

(millions)

Total migrations

(millions)

Migration rate

(%)

Initial rates (2009

article) (%)

1501–1550 76 9.9 13.0 11.4

1551–1600 89 13.2 14.8 12.5

1601–1650 95 19.1 20.1 14.2

1651–1700 101 18.9 18.7 15.7

1701–1750 116 20.5 17.7 17.7

1751–1800 151 26.3 17.4 15.6

1801–1850 214 48.5 22.7 21

1851–1900 326 100.4 30.8 35.3

Source: Lucassen and Lucassen, ‘Mobility transition revisited’.

13 Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen, ‘The mobility transition in Europe revisited, 1500–1900: sources and
methods’, International Institute of Social History Research Paper 46, Amsterdam 2010, http://www.iisg.
nl/publications/respap46.pdf (consulted 9 April 2011), p. 8.

14 See also Jelle van Lottum, ‘Labour migration and economic performance: London and the Randstad,
c. 1600–1800’, Economic History Review, forthcoming, published online August 2010, http://
onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-0289.2010.00547.x/pdf (consulted 9 April 2011).

15 Jan Luiten van Zanden, The long road to the Industrial Revolution: the European economy in a global
perspective 1000–1800, Leiden: Brill, 2009; Karel Davids and Jan Lucassen, eds., A miracle mirrored: the
Dutch Republic in European perspective, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995.
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part of Europe, as Ehmer argues, was crucial for the functioning of labour markets and the

effective allocation of labour and human capital in the economy. This perspective also offers

comparative possibilities, making an interesting contrast with the information provided by

Adam McKeown that wage and seasonal labour in China did not necessarily occur in the

commercialized parts of the empire, but often in frontier regions. This difference would sup-

port the position of those in the Great Divergence debate who stress the in-built advantages

of north-western, or more broadly western, Europe.

Van Lottum, furthermore, rightly warns against the temptation to assume too easily a

causal relation between cross-cultural migrations and innovation or economic performance.

We agree that the quality of the human capital of migrants matters, and that studies there-

fore have to take the specific historical context into consideration. He exemplifies this by

using the concepts of ‘migration fields’ and ‘intervening obstacles’ in his comparison of

Amsterdam and London in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Thus he shows that

their respective migration fields differed in character and changed over time. Amsterdam,

in particular, was confronted with emerging competitors in a migration field that stretched

to Scandinavia and northern Germany – for example, Copenhagen, Hamburg, and Bremen.

This was much less the case in the British Isles, which constituted London’s migration field.

As a consequence, in contrast to London, the human capital of Amsterdam’s (maritime)

migrants dropped, thus accelerating the decline of the Dutch economy.

Van Lottum urges us to pay more attention to the highly ambiguous relation between

migration and economic performance. First of all, it depends what a certain economy needs.

The cotton factories of Manchester and Liverpool in the mid nineteenth century asked for

cheap unskilled or semiskilled labour, whereas the London service economy depended lar-

gely on migrants with higher rates of human capital. In the latter case, brains were more

important than muscles, and the innovative effect of migration was probably higher. We

think that Van Lottum’s insights from new growth theory and neo-institutionalism are

important and may help migration historians to rethink the relation between cross-com-

munity migration and innovation, as postulated by Patrick Manning.16 To test his hypo-

thesis and formulate the conditions under which such an effect is likely, detailed

comparative case studies are needed, in which the interplay between the human capital of

migrants and the institutional opportunities offered by receiving communities is crucial.

We do not, however, share his ideas on ‘quality’ versus ‘size’. The number of migrants

does matter, because this determines the quantity of cross-cultural contacts, and thus the

extent of innovative potential.

State-centredness

A last important critique, formulated by Leslie Moch, concerns the extent to which our cal-

culations might be a statistical artefact, caused by the obsessions of state officials. We do

not deny that states, at all levels, are important actors in stimulating or slowing down

migration, both through legislation and by hiring migrants to work for the state, as is

most clearly the case with soldiers. Furthermore, like all migration historians, we are indeed

16 Patrick Manning, ‘Cross-community migration: a distinctive human pattern’, Social Evolution and
History, 5, 2006, pp. 24–54.
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highly dependent on state sources that measure migrations. We doubt, however, that this is

a big problem. Apart from the fact that the state played a key role in hiring soldiers, and in

attracting or sending out colonizers, we did not entirely rely on state sources. Our estimates

on people moving to cities, for example, are not so much based on state registrations as on

what we know about urbanization processes and urban mortality. In the end, migrations in

Europe were triggered by a combination of three interlinked political and economic pro-

cesses that worked out at the micro, meso, and macro levels, and that can be summarized

as shown in Table 2.

The mobility transition

Finally, we return to the original aim of our quantitative exercise, which was to test the idea

of a mobility transition. Although everybody agrees that mobility rates in early modern Eur-

ope (and China, for that matter) were much higher than the mobility transition assumes,

this does not preclude the possibility that the jump from 20% to 30% in the nineteenth cen-

tury had different causes from early modern cross-community migrations. According to

Moch, the jump in migration rates is not only explained by the transport revolution but

also by the general demographic transition, which led to unprecedented population growth

in Europe, for which emigration offered a solution. Moch suggests that this coincided with a

shift in mentality, ‘a belief that one could have a better life’. Or, in the words of Clark and

Slack, there was a significant shift from ‘subsistence’ to ‘betterment’ migration.17 Through

what Dirk Hoerder called ‘the secularization of hope’,18 migrants fostered greater aspira-

tions and a belief in a more meritocratic society on the other side of the ocean, with ample

chances for upward social mobility and freedom of religion and speech in a vibrant civil

society, as Alexis de Tocqueville explained in his famous book Democracy in America

(1835/1840). Moreover, closer to home, the French Revolution led to a more democratic

and meritocratic society, and nurtured similar hopes and aspirations in the old continent.

Table 2. The relationship between three major historical processes and types of migration

Historical process Type of migration

Commercialization and proletarianization Migration to cities

Seasonal migrations

Globalization Sailors

Emigration

Immigration

State formation Soldiers

Colonizers

17 Peter Clark and Paul Slack, English towns in transition 1500–1700, London: Oxford University Press,
1976.

18 Dirk Hoerder, ‘From dreams to possibilities: the secularization of hope and the quest for independence’,
in D. Hoerder and H. Rössler, eds., Distant magnets: expectations and realities in the immigrant
experience, 1840–1930, New York: Holmes & Meier, 1993, p. 2.
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This is an interesting and tempting idea, and for future research it could serve as a start-

ing point to look more closely into the relationship between nineteenth-century emigration

from Europe and cross-community effects. These might be discerned both across the ocean

and back home, through return migrations, which were considerable.19 Greater expecta-

tions, and the greater openness of societies, may have meant that migrants were selected dif-

ferently, and were more open to new influences. This may have contributed to the nature of

newly formed states beyond Europe.

We have started this rejoinder by situating our approach in the wider field of historical

migration studies. Our macro approach has the great advantage of a formalized comparison

of developments worldwide over long periods of time, through which not only can broad

migration trends be detected but also their implications for innovation and economic per-

formance. This is certainly not the nec plus ultra in our field because to explain such trends

and their implications it is indispensable to look at meso and micro levels, as ‘poststructural

structuralism’ suggests. For a truly encompassing global migration history, all three levels

should therefore be studied in constant interaction.

19 M. Wyman, Round-trip America: the immigrants’ return to Europe, 1880–1930, Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1993.
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