
• SUR 23 - v.13 n.23 • 29 - 41 | 2016

KEYWORDS
Unaccompanied children | Persecuted muslims | War | Urban violence | Plantations | Loss of habitat

ABSTRACT

New types of migratory flows are emerging, and they should not be confused with long-
established ones. Examining migrant flows at their outset allows us to better understand the 
complex dynamics behind them. They tell us something about a larger mix of conditions that 
will only continue to grow, from new types of war and violence to massive losses of habitat. 
They invite us to recognise these larger structural conditions rather than just the existence 
of these flows themselves. Here Saskia Sassen analyses three new, and each very different, 
migrant flows, specifically: (1) unaccompanied minors from Central America that head to the 
United States of America; (2) the surge in Rohingyas, a muslim minority fleeing from Myanmar; 
and (3) the migration towards Europe originating mostly in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan and several 
African countries, notably Eritrea and Somalia. 

While often it is households that play the crucial role in producing an economic calculus that 
allocates particular family members to the migration option, Sassen notes that these flows are 
different. They emerge from sharply delineated conditions operating, respectively, at the city 
level, at the regional level, and at a global geopolitical level.

THREE EMERGENT MIGRATIONS:
AN EPOCHAL CHANGE

Saskia Sassen

•   Examining recent migrant flows offers a window into   •
the larger dynamics that catapult people into migrating

29



THREE EMERGENT MIGRATIONS: AN EPOCHAL CHANGE

Sur - International Journal on Human Rights

A key assumption organising my work on migrations is that they happen inside systems, 
even when generated by external forces.1 In the case of the United States of America (U.S.), 
this can be seen in some of the migrations that followed its military operations –developed 
in the Pentagon, the U.S. Department of State and the White House. For instance, the 
U.S. invasion of the Dominican Republic after the election of the socialist Bosch, built the 
bridges with the U.S. that led to a whole new migration of mostly middle class Dominicans 
to the East Coast of the U.S.2 Further, that migrations happen inside systems also helps 
explain why they start at some point, even when a household or a community has long been 
poor. Most major migrations of the last two centuries, and often even earlier, can be shown 
to start at some point – they have beginnings, they are not simply there from the start.

Here I focus on three flows that can be seen as a particular set of new migrations that emerged 
over the last two years.3 New migrations are often far smaller than ongoing older migrations, but 
catching them at the beginning offers a window into larger dynamics that catapult people into 
migrating. Emergent migrations have long been of interest to me: this is the migrant as indicator 
of a history in the making. Once a flow is marked by chain migration, it takes far less to explain 
that flow. My focus is mostly on that larger context within which a new flow takes off.4

Here I examine three emergent flows. Each is easily seen as part of older ongoing flows. 
My focus is on the specifics of each of these new flows. One is the sharp increase in the 
migration of unaccompanied minors from Central America – specifically, from Honduras, 
Salvador and Guatemala. The second is the surge in Rohingyas, a muslim minority fleeing 
from Myanmar where it has long lived and coexisted peacefully with the mostly Buddhist 
population until a few years ago. The third is the migration towards Europe originating 
mostly in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan and several African countries, notably Eritrea and 
Somalia. These are three very different types of flows, and the third one, in turn, contains 
multiple diverse flows. Yet each points to a larger context of origin marked by mostly 
extreme conditions that can be outlined, or at least made visible because it is not simply part 
of a chain migration where households may play the crucial role producing an economic 
calculus that allocates particular family members to the migration option. 

These three new flows can be described as emerging from situations larger than the internal 
logics of households. They emerge from sharply delineated conditions operating, respectively, 
at the city level, at the regional level, and at a global geopolitical level. Let me add promptly 
that the city and regional levels are frequently embedded in a larger set of dynamics, but in 
the cases focused on here, there is also an immediate direct effect at these sub-national levels. 

Extreme violence is one key condition explaining these migrations. But so are thirty years of 
international development policies that have left much land dead (due to mining, land grabs, 
plantation agriculture) and expelled whole communities from their habitats. Moving to the slums 
of large cities has increasingly become the last option, and for those who can afford it, migration. 
This multi-decade history of destructions and expulsions has reached extreme levels made visible 
in vast stretches of land and water bodies that are now dead. At least some of the localised wars 
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and conflicts arise from these destructions, in a sort of fight for habitat. And climate change 
further reduces livable ground. These are all issues I develop at length in Expulsions.5

In what follows I focus on key features of a variety of emergent flows, each marked by extreme 
conditions.6 While emergent, these conditions could eventually become overwhelming – to 
existing immigration and refugee policy systems, to receiving areas, and to the men, women 
and children who constitute these flows. 

1 • When Minors go Solo: Central America

Central America is one of the key regions where the flight of unaccompanied minors rose 
sharply over the last two years.7 One major factor behind this flight of minors is the rapidly 
escalating urban violence of the last few years. In my reading, this urban violence is in good 
part due to the destruction of small holder rural economies due to land grabs to develop 
plantations, mining, and loss of life of the land itself due to the latter. Escaping to the 
cities was the only option for more and more rural people, but the cities themselves had 
little development generating jobs. Other major emigration hotspots, notably South East 
Asia and those arriving from Africa and Asia via the Mediterranean region consist largely 
of men, even as the shares of women and children are growing. While Central America 
has long been an emigration region, for both political and economic reasons, this flow of 
unaccompanied children is new. They are driven by extreme fear because of the extreme 
urban violence that has erupted over the last few years.

The available data show that an estimated 63,000 unaccompanied minors, most from 
Central America, crossed the southern border of the U.S. between 1 October 2013 and 
31 July 2014, according to U.S. Customs and Border Protection.8 This is nearly twice 
the number of child migrants who came during the same period the previous year. The 
estimate is that by the end of 2014, up to 90,000 unaccompanied children had crossed the 
border with the U.S.;9 there is no count for those who may have died on this long trip or 
given up and stayed somewhere in Mexico, or were kidnapped to work in plantations or 
mines. In 2015 there was a fall in U.S. crossings as the U.S. government asked the Mexican 
government to control its southern border. But in the first few months of 2016 the numbers 
for unaccompanied minors crossing the U.S. border jumped sharply once again.

Gang and police violence are the main factors pushing youth out, according to statements 
by the children themselves, by researchers, social workers and other professionals in this 
field, and by government experts.10 In 2014, 98 per cent of unaccompanied minors arriving 
at the border were from Honduras (28 per cent), Mexico (25 per cent), Guatemala (24 per 
cent), and El Salvador (21 per cent). This breakdown represents a significant shift: prior to 
2012, more than 75 per cent of unaccompanied children were from Mexico.11 In 2015, 35 
per cent of unaccompanied minors arriving at the border were from Guatemala, 28 per cent 
from Mexico, 24 per cent from El Salvador, and 14 per cent from Honduras.12
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Salvadoran and Honduran children come from some of the most violent regions in the world. 
They fear that violence more than the well-known risks of moving alone across Mexico and 
the U.S. border deserts. According to data collected by the Pew Research Center, San Pedro 
Sula in Honduras was the world’s murder capital in 2013, with a homicide rate of 187 
homicides per 100,000 inhabitants in 2013, driven by a surge in gang and drug trafficking 
violence.13 Honduras’s nation-wide murder rate was 90 per 100,000 in 2012, the highest in 
the world.14 In 2011, El Salvador was not far behind, at 70, ranking it then second in terms 
of homicides in Latin America.15 Even with a significant drop in the murder rate from 70 in 
2011 to 41 in 2012, El Salvador is only surpassed by Honduras, Venezuela and Belize in the 
entire world. Further, Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador are among the poorest nations 
in Latin America with 30 per cent, 26 per cent, and 17 per cent of their people living on 
less than $2 a day, according to the World Bank.16

This combination of elements contributes to explain high emigration among both children 
and adults. Most extreme is Salvador, with up to 18 per cent of the population leaving, 
which is twice as high as in Honduras and Guatemala. Except for very small countries such as 
Trinidad Tobago, so-called “emigration countries” rarely reach these levels. Central American 
migrations are rather well documented by researchers and the press. This is partly so because 
the migrations from south of the U.S. border have been going on for a very long time. 

Smugglers prey on potential migrants, young and old. They are after business, and the 
proliferation of smuggling gangs has raised competition for the trade, so they paint a far 
rosier picture than Obama’s immigration policy offers. They often tell minors that once they 
are there, as minors they will be processed to become citizens or regular immigrants, which 
is incorrect. Their misrepresentations have evidently contributed to the surge in emigration 
of minors - and even adults. This is new. Mostly, in the past, smugglers (often referred to as 
“coyotes”) doing their trade crossing the U.S. border were not quite so business-like: they 
were hired for a given function at a given price and that was that. 

The sudden high numbers, the lack of facilities to accommodate minors in a system geared 
to adults, and strong anti-immigration sentiment may have contributed to a major change 
in U.S. policy. The change led to a drastic fall of 60 per cent in the numbers of apprehended 
unaccompanied minors in September 2014 compared to a year earlier.17 But in fact the 
number of departures from Central America may not have fallen much, if at all. What 
has changed are the rules of the game. Under pressure from the U.S., Mexico has begun 
arresting and deporting tens of thousands of Central Americans long before they reach 
the U.S. border. What has changed for these migrants is the treatment they are getting 
at Mexico’s southern border: it is even more brutal than before. When we just examine 
departures, as distinct from entries into the U.S., the partial evidence signals that departures 
may still be high though they may eventually decline. 

Here are the numbers. Between October 2014 and April 2015, Mexico detained 
92,889 Central American migrants. During the same period, the U.S. detained 70,226 
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non-Mexican migrants, mostly from Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador. But it 
had detained 159,103 non-Mexican migrants in the same period a year earlier, which 
was more than triple the number detained by Mexico before the new policy.18 Data 
from Mexico’s National Immigration Institute show that 51,565 “migrants” from 
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador were deported between January and April 2015 
from Mexico’s southern border back home, up from 28,736 during that period in 
2014; deportation of Guatemalans rose 124 per cent, followed by Salvadorans at 79 per 
cent and Hondurans at 40 per cent.19

Active detention efforts by Mexico’s guards at its southern frontier can be brutal. In an 
interview with the New York Times, Ruben Figueroa of the Mesoamerican Migrant 
Movement,20 a migrant advocacy organisation, finds that this strong persecution by federal 
authorities has resulted in accidents where migrant minors have died and been injured in 
clashes between human smugglers and police. It has also led to imprisonment, to deaths, 
and to these unaccompanied children disappearing - some wind up in reasonable places 
such as church shelters or are taken in by generous households. Others are languishing as 
street kids. Yet others have disappeared without a trace. The Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights has recently expressed its “concern over stepped-up actions reportedly 
being taken against migrant persons” that were put in place after Mexico initiated its 
Southern Border Plan last year under pressure from the U.S.21

The southern border of Mexico has become the terrifying Mediterranean for these Central 
American unaccompanied children (and also adults). They wind up in jail, they get beaten, 
they lose limbs, they die. But some, as seems to be the case in all these migrations, get 
through. U.S. data shows that as of June 2015, unaccompanied children keep arriving, even 
if in much smaller numbers; some enter undetected and uncounted.22 It all suggests that the 
violence back home keeps being a reason to leave, and not even the long train ride on what 
is known as La Bestia (“The Beast”) or the Mexican police are a full deterrent.

2 • South East Asia’s Refuge-Seekers - The Andaman Sea 

We are witnessing the shaping of a new extreme phase in South East Asia, a region 
that has long seen slavery and the smuggling of desperate refugees. The massive post-
Vietnam war refugee flows have mostly sorted themselves out - in good and bad 
ways. This new emergent crisis arises out of a different mix of conditions; it is not a 
continuation of that earlier crisis. 

Two very recent facts signal alarming developments. One concerns several small Muslim 
communities escaping evictions from their land and persecution for their being muslim. 
Most visible is the case of the Rohingya, whom the government makes a point of calling 
Bengali, signaling they should “return” to Bangladesh, “where they belong” even though 
they have been in Myanmar for many centuries.23
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Here I focus mostly on the Rohingya. There are about 1.1 million living in Myanmar: they 
are not recognised as citizens. According to U.S. Department of State, at least 160,000 have 
been evacuated to neighboring countries since 2012.24

This active persecution coincides with Myanmar’s opening and re-incorporation into the 
community of states. In some limited sense, it is becoming a more open society, as has been 
widely reported in the media. But the long term mistrust of the Rohingya, an old Muslim 
minority that has been part of Myanmar for centuries, has turned brutal. 

In my reading of the facts, this somewhat sudden open anger at the Rohingya is at least 
in part connected to the massive land grabs for mining and agriculture. The country’s 
opening and its enabling of foreign investors coincides with a somewhat sudden vicious 
persecution of the Rohingya by a particular group of Buddhist monks. That it is these 
particular Buddhist monks who have led this assault and, further, led them to rewrite some 
parts of the Buddhist doctrine so as to justify the expulsion of the Rohingyas from their 
land, and even the killing of Muslims, does point to a larger vested economic interests that 
are likely to go well beyond these monks. 

Could this signal a deeper unsettlement? That Buddhists should become brutal persecutors 
of a small, peaceful Muslim minority may be only one of several other indicators pointing 
to a struggle for land. Could this violence signal something about the loss of habitat? There 
is considerable evidence in various areas of South East Asia about significant evictions of 
small farmers from their land to make way for mining, plantations, and office buildings.25 
Foreign firms have been among the major investors since Myanmar opened its economy to 
foreign investment. Indeed, freed opposition leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, has lost considerable 
support among the rural population precisely because she has not contested these land 
grabs (at least publicly) or openly supported the local movements against land-grabs. 

One key first public reckoning came through press-reporting in the summer of 2015 about an 
estimated 7,000 people in dozens of overloaded vessels floating aimlessly for up to two months 
in the vast Andaman Sea.26 This sea is bordered on the east by Myanmar and Thailand, and 
on the south, by Malaysia and Indonesia. These, and perhaps other, regional governments 
were aware of this surge in fleeing people but had made it clear they were going to push them 
back to sea if they dared to land. It was the press that sounded the alert about these ships with 
their human cargo piled up over each other, with no access to water or food. When the facts 
went public, Indonesia, mostly, took in about half of that estimated population, forced by 
the global uproar as the horrifying details went viral. The struggle to get countries to accept 
them was not easy. Their rescue added even more information about the horrific conditions. 
And that rescue still left an estimated 3,000 floating in that vast ocean in precarious vessels.27

These 7,000 are but one component of a desperate search for bare life on the part of a 
rapidly growing number of men, women and children. Even as those ships were brought to 
land, other ships crammed with Rohingya and Bangladeshis, were “‘found off Malaysia’s 
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coast Wednesday’, an activist and an official said, as the international community called 
on Southeast Asian governments to open their borders and step up search-and-rescue 
efforts. Thousands of migrants are believed to be stranded at sea.”28 Malaysia turned 
back at least one boat that Wednesday, loaded with 800 plus people; yet another aimless 
floating human cargo in the Andaman Sea. 

Under pressure from international bodies, Southeast Asian nations agreed on 29 May 2015, 
at a meeting in Bangkok to set up an anti-trafficking task force and to intensify search and 
rescue efforts to help vulnerable “boat people” stranded in the region’s seas.29 This was a first. 

3 • Europe: At the Intersection of Eastern and Southern Flows

Europe has emerged as the destination of a broad range of new refugee flows. The 
Mediterranean has long been and continues to be a key route for long-established migrant 
and refugee flows. Here I only focus on a set of new flows that took off in 2014 and need 
to be distinguished from the ongoing older flows of, mostly, migrants. The Mediterranean, 
especially on its eastern side, is now the site where refugees, smugglers, and the European 
Union (E.U.) each deploy their own specific logics and together have produced a massive 
multifaceted crisis. One facet was the sudden surge in the numbers of refugees in late 2014, 
a possibility not foreseen by the pertinent E.U. authorities given that the wars they were 
escaping had been going on for several years. A second one was that the crisis became a 
business opportunity for smugglers that would expand over the ensuing year to reach an 
estimated $2 billion in income by mid-2015, which is now estimated to have grown to 
$5 billion.30 One feeder was that the smugglers benefitted from keeping the flows going, 
persuading their potential clients/victims, that everything would be fine once they reached 
Europe. A third was the major crisis in Italy and, especially, Greece, two countries already 
burdened by their struggling economies, with Greece the destination for over a million 
refuge-seekers by early 2016 who had to be sheltered, fed, and processed.

And yet, the facts on the ground in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia, Eritrea, and others, 
were all familiar. If anything, the surprise should have been that the surge in refugees did not 
happen sooner. The UNHCR, among others had been recording the escalating numbers of 
the internally displaced and of refugees.31 The conflicts in Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria were 
not going to end anytime soon. Nor will those in Somalia or in South Sudan, each with their 
specific character. The brutality of these conflicts, with their full disregard for international 
humanitarian law, indicated that sooner or later people would start fleeing the violence.32

For three decades Afghanistan has produced the greatest number of refugees, according to 
the UNHCR: It has 2.7 million refugees under UNHCR’s mandate.33 Now in the past year 
Syria has taken its place, and one new refugee in four worldwide in 2015 is now a Syrian. 
Syria is an extreme case. According to UNHCR, 7.7 million Syrians had left the country 
by September 2015, but those numbers keep growing.34 Iraq has 3.4 million recognised 
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refugees.35 Its situation deteriorated further when much territory, including its second city, 
Mosul, was conquered by Isis, adding to the disastrous effects and religious divisions that 
became extreme with the west’s invasion of the country in 2003.36 More than 1.2 million 
Pakistanis have been displaced by insurgencies in north-west Pakistan, according to the UN;37 
further, Pakistan has seen acute terrorist violence for many years and which continues.38 
Somalia remains the third largest refugee producing country at 1.1 million refugees.39

The humanitarian crisis is escalating and spreading. According to Human Rights Watch, over 
the last two years about 25 million people were driven from their homes, including almost 12 
million Syrians, 4.2 million Iraqis, 3.6 million Afghans, 2.2 million Somalis, and almost half 
a million Eritreans.40 Further, UNHCR has found that there are also far more unaccompanied 
children in the recent flows into Europe than were expected. To these flows we need to add 
the half million waiting in northern Libya, at any given time in the last two years, for ships to 
take them across the Mediterranean. According to UNHCR,41 the number of global refugees 
is now over 60 million, with some tentative estimates reaching 80 million by early 2016. This 
is the largest ever since the humanitarian system was put into place. Left out of this count are 
many of the internally displaced and the growing number of undeclared or not yet counted 
refugees; this might be the case with some of those crossing the Mediterranean. 

There are multiple histories at work in the flows to Europe. And yet, seen together there is a 
distinct logic that emerges: expulsion. And if anything this logic of expulsion is expanding. 
The civil war in Yemen that started in 2015, the resuming of the Turkish-Kurdish civil war in 
July 2015 (a war that has killed 40,000 people since 1984), and the rise of Boko Haram, the 
Islamist extremist group fighting a brutal war in northern Nigeria and Chad.42 Significant 
is also the collapse of the political and economic order in Libya, which has produced a 
massive security vacuum. And land-grabbing in Sub-Saharan Africa is generating a whole 
new politics of food,43 with the numbers of the disadvantaged growing rapidly. These trends 
are enormous challenges to the international and to the European system.

4 • Conclusion: In search of survival 

The flows I have described are mostly refugee flows even if not formally recognised by 
the international system. They are to be distinguished from the 250 million plus regular 
immigrants in the world today, who are mostly modest middle class and, increasingly, 
high level professionals functioning in the global economy. Today’s immigrants are not the 
poorest in their countries of origin. Nor are they generated by the extreme push factors 
feeding the three sets of flows described here. And these refugees, in turn, are also not 
usually the poorest in their countries, even if leaving their home countries leaves them 
without any resources; many have advanced educations and started out with resources. 

These new refugees are one component of a larger population of displaced people whose 
numbers are approaching 80 million. They stand out by their sudden surging numbers and 
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by the extreme conditions in the areas where they originate. Extreme war zones, such as 
Syria and Iraq, and extreme destruction of local economies, are two key factors explaining 
this surge. Climate change is likely to have extreme effects in some of these regions due to 
what might be described as development malpractice – such as the International Monetary 
Fund and World Bank policies of the 1980s and 1990s that had disastrous consequences 
for so many of the local economies and societies in the Global South. It all amounts to a 
massive loss of habitat, and migrations will be one mode of survival.
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