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Abstract: This article discusses the politicization of the transnational 
paradigm in terms of development and security, refugee and migrant 
regimes, and transnational practices. The analysis makes two principal 
arguments. The first is that diasporas and mobility in general have 
been both securitized and developmentalized. These two processes 
are intertwined but also contradictory. While migration is seen as a 
development resource, ‘uncontrolled’ population flows—particularly of 
refugees—are looked upon as security threats by states and policy mak-
ers. This duo-faceted approach is at the root of the politicization of the 
transnational paradigm. The second argument of this text is that this 
politicization and the neo-liberal mega-trend are also entwined, despite 
the fact that the scholars who introduced transnationalism to migration 
research saw it as reflecting a process of globalization ‘from below’.
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Development, politics, migration, and refugeeness are integrally linked. Eco-
nomic disparities between developing and developed countries have long been 
seen as key determinants of migration (Sørensen 2004). However, assessments 
of the impact of migration on the dynamics of development have varied over 
time and have not been conducted systematically (ibid.). My viewpoint is that, 
within transnational studies, security-related disparities between developing 
and developed countries that serve as determinants of migration have been 
studied even less systematically. 

This article is concerned with the development and security policy implica-
tions of transnationality. However, I am not addressing this topic from within 
development, by way of looking at how migrants’ transnational practices can be 
utilized to further development. Several analysts have explored that area (see, 
e.g., Levitt and Sørensen 2004, as well as the articles in this special section)1 
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and, while doing so, have identified wide gaps in research. Moreover, my 
interest in transnationality extends beyond the topics of transnational politics 
and political transnationalism (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003; Piper 2006), which 
address long-distance nationalism, migrants’ engagement in homeland politics, 
and a diaspora’s role in resolving or perpetuating conflicts. Instead, I approach 
the development-politics-migration-refugeeness nexus through an examination 
of the multi-dimensional phenomenon that I refer to as the ‘politicization of 
the transnational paradigm’.

The number of people on the move has risen considerably during the 
last three decades. Today, the estimated number of international migrants is 
approximately 190,600,000,2 but the de facto figures are probably much higher. 
Accurate numbers are difficult to estimate or document statistically because 
of the illegality of many people’s move from the perspective of the receiving 
countries’ entrance rules and regulations. This concerns particularly Europe, 
North America, Oceania, and certain oil-rich emirates in the Gulf, but also con-
flict-ridden countries’ neighboring areas in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. 
Despite the fact that mobility is always gendered, women and men migrate in 
approximately equal numbers.

Transnationalism and Its Parallel yet Contradictory Elements

The present article has two main arguments. The first is that in discussing 
diasporas and mobility in general, it is important to acknowledge the ways 
in which they have been both securitized and developmentalized. These two 
phenomena are actually a two-faceted process with parallel and intertwin-
ing but also contradictory strands. While migration is seen as a development 
resource,3 ‘uncontrolled’ population flows—particularly refugees—are looked 
upon as security threats by states and policy makers, particularly after the 
events of September 11, 2001. Together, these two strands have politicized the 
transnational paradigm.

Although the focus of this article is on phenomena encompassed in the term 
‘transnationality’ (living across borders), it is important to remember that trans-
nationality and diaspora are not mutually exclusive concepts for understand-
ing the mobility-development nexus. The general criteria for a diaspora can 
be said to be forcible or voluntary dispersal, settlement in multiple locations, 
and the idea of a homeland. At least in public parlance, the term ‘diaspora’ 
homogenizes and essentializes disparate populations through its projection 
of primordial identities. The very ambiguity as to who is encompassed by the 
term and the cultural content that constitutes its frame of reference contribute 
to its political potency. The term itself, however, has no administrative or legal 
connotations. At the same time, researchers have given the term ‘diaspora’ 
multiple interpretations. Since its resurgence in the early 1990s, it has been 
characterized as a sociological ideal type, as a mode of consciousness or of 
cultural reproduction, and as a form of social organization. In its broadest 
definition, the term includes “expatriates, expellees, political refugees, alien 
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residents, immigrants, and ethnic and racial minorities” (Safran 1991: 83). Dia-
sporas can be very heterogeneous along class, ethnic, and gender lines.

In the early 1900s, the term ‘transnational’ was first used to describe migra-
tion (Bourne 1916). An entire literature on transnational business corporations 
began to appear in the 1970s, at about the same time that scholars of inter-
national relations began to use the term (Nye 1976). The term ‘transnational’ 
appeared in migration studies in the early 1990s, at approximately the same 
time that the term ‘diaspora’ reappeared in scholarship as an analytical cate-
gory. The transnational paradigm provided an alternative to assimilationist and 
multiculturalist paradigms to make visible historical and political processes 
that previous migration paradigms had sometimes obscured. Following the 
modernization theory, earlier mainstream migration theories assumed migra-
tion to be mostly one-directional and determined by push-and-pull factors that 
migrants were supposed to calculate on a rational, homo economicus basis. 
The transnational migration paradigm does not overlook migrants’ economic 
calculations. Instead, it argues that, rather than push and pull, choices are 
made in terms of more than one state at the same time and that factors such 
as nationalism and racism in more than one state also contribute to migrants’ 
multiple, simultaneous connections.

As an analytic lens applied to migrants’ lives, transnationality sheds light 
on simultaneity and bifocality: sending and receiving societies are understood 
as constituting a single field of analysis. The ‘transnational approach’ to migra-
tion was intended to be a move away from ‘methodological nationalism’ (Glick 
Schiller 2003, 2005). The term points to the hegemonic usage of the nation-
state as a unit of analysis so that the nation-state is seen as a natural—or at 
least taken for granted—container of social life (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 
2002). Particularly, political science research on migration has been dominated 
by approaches that place the state at the center of analysis and thus focus on 
macro-level issues (Piper 2006). Across disciplinary divisions, researchers with 
a transnational analytical lens have studied identity formation; the economic, 
political, religious, and socio-cultural practices that migrants engage in; and 
the impact of these practices on both the sending and receiving country or 
community. They have suggested typologies to capture variations in the dimen-
sions of transnational migration and have explored the relationship between 
transnational engagement and assimilation. Whether transnational migration 
is qualitatively a new phenomenon or whether it shares similarities with its 
earlier incarnations has been debated extensively. 

Transnational studies today have numerous subfields; for example, the topic 
of transnational families and kinship has developed a trajectory of its own. Most 
subfields are separated analytically between the ‘ways of being’ and the ‘ways 
of belonging’ and approach society as a border-crossing social field (Glick Schil-
ler 2003). In the writings of Nina Glick Schiller and her co-authors, the idea 
of social fields is based more on the Manchester School’s view of anthropol-
ogy than on Pierre Bourdieu’s work: in a transnational approach to migration, 
this concept refers to an egocentric ‘network of networks’ (Levitt and Glick 
Schiller 2004). Transnational social fields are a set of multiple interlocking 
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networks of social relationships through which ideas, practices, and resources 
are unequally exchanged, organized, and transformed (ibid.). However, Glick 
Schiller (this issue) points out that the migration scholars who have theorized 
transnational social fields have seen them as linking mechanisms through 
which migrants become incorporated in two or more nation-states. Thus, the 
critique of methodological nationalism did not lead most migration scholars 
who have theorized transnational social fields to an advocacy of ‘methodologi-
cal individualism’ in a similar vein as in the parallel trend of network analysis. 
The state and social institutions are not erased from the domain of analysis. 

The second main argument of this text is that the politicization of the transna-
tional paradigm and the neo-liberal mega-trend are in practice entwined, despite 
the fact that when transnationalism was introduced to migration research, it was 
part of a critique of uneven development and capitalist exploitation of labor. In 
fact, Basch, Glick Schiller, and Blanc (1994) warned in Nations Unbound of the 
likelihood that the concept would be utilized for neo-liberal political purposes. 
Transnational studies have achieved considerable, yet contested and partially 
indirect, paradigmatic power. Development and security have been brought 
together and separated by major international actors, such as the United Nations 
and the European Union, in discourses and practices that concern migration and 
refugees. This article discusses these trends from the viewpoint of transnational-
ity in order to bring the increased role of security concerns and its implications 
for a transnational paradigm to the attention of migration scholars. 

Interest in transnational migration grows steadily among international 
development stakeholders and actors. The European Commission’s Official 
Consensus on Development in March 2006 devoted approximately three sen-
tences to mobility, two sentences to migrant remittances, and one sentence to 
‘brain drain’. In the summer of 2007, the European Commission announced 
its intention to establish a European Migration Network that would produce 
up-to-date information about migration and refugees and would aim to bring 
together key persons, experts, and decision makers. In addition to its principal 
documents, the World Bank has started to publish Migration and Development 
Briefs. Migration is the theme of the most recent report of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNDP 2009). 

I suggest that this developmentalization of mobility is not merely a conse-
quence of the contemporary forces of capitalist restructuring but is as much 
related to the securitization of mobility. Neither the connection between develop-
ment and international migration nor that between security (approached in this 
article primarily through the topics of conflicts and wars) and people’s mobility 
is novel. On the one hand, early migration researchers who followed modern-
ization theory regarded economic reasons—with regard to both migrants and 
receiving countries—as the driving force behind migration. On the other hand, 
huge refugee movements were also a familiar phenomenon in Europe in the 
aftermath of World War II. This led to the 1951 United Nations Convention Relat-
ing to the Status of Refugees, which agreed upon three preferred solutions for 
such situations: return at the earliest possible stage, compensation, and resettle-
ment in a new country (which could be a third country, rather than the country 
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of first asylum). These three options can be regarded as the ‘international refu-
gee regime’. Whereas the two latter options are not mutually exclusive, the last 
provides access to new citizenship and the termination of refugee status. 

Development, security, and mobility have thus been interrelated for a long 
time but what is novel for the scholarship of transnational mobility is the 
changed relationship of meanings of these terms. Securitization does not 
always, or only, mean militarization. The hierarchy between development 
and security in the context of migrant and refugee mobility changed in the 
post–Cold War context, at least in receiving countries’ considerations. The 
contemporary restrictive trend toward refugee mobility, which I will elaborate 
on throughout this article in its relation to ‘new humanitarianism’, became vis-
ible in Europe in the late 1990s, when the ‘threat’ of a massive flight of ethnic 
Albanian refugees from Kosovo was seen as justification for the NATO air war 
toward Serbia and Kosovo on humanitarian terms. This change regarding the 
ways in which migration is understood in relationship to development and 
security cannot be separated from economics. However, the fact that migra-
tion is now a part of security policies rather than development practices, or 
that development practices that touch upon mobility are drafted primarily in 
security conditions, is striking. 

Based on analyses of security understandings of the United Nations (Ham-
merstad 2000; Owen 2008; Slim 2001), of European Union migration policies 
(Ceccorulli 2009; Peltonen 2007; Piper 2006), and of the European security strat-
egy (Ceccorulli 2009; Kaldor 2007), I suggest that the promotion of development 
‘back home’ in the developing world—and also in acute conflict areas—is now 
being used as a pretext to justify security practices in the context of mobility. 
Put bluntly, in terms of development assistance and humanitarian aid (includ-
ing humanitarian interventions), the promotion of practices that restrict migrant 
and refugee mobility is, from the rich migrant-receiving countries’ viewpoint, 
regarded as a kind of ‘pre-emptive self-defense’. This approach characterized the 
Bush administration’s rhetoric on and practices of a ‘global war on terror’. Thus, 
a ‘global approach on migration’, as the term is used in EU policy (Ceccorulli 
2009), and a ‘new humanitarianism’ (Slim 2001) are intertwined in relation to 
migration and refugeeness. Migrants (along with the remittances that they are 
expected to send) and refugees are at the center of the relationship between 
development and security. Conceptually, this interdependency is operational-
ized in terms such as ‘human security’ and ‘mixed migratory flows’.

Interpretations among political actors, including the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and its Development Assistance 
Committee (DAC), the European Union Commission, and international finan-
cial institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), about how and what kind of border-crossing lifestyles benefit the devel-
oping countries while preventing secondary movements of refugees and illegal 
migration to the West have incorporated a transnational paradigm into neo-lib-
eral development strategies and policies.4 One could mention assistance in the 
region of origin, development through local integration for refugee populations, 
and the acceptance, even promotion, of transnational relations as an enduring, 
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if not durable, solution for refugee problems (see, e.g., Ceccorulli 2009; Step-
putat 2004; Van Hear 2002). These assistance modes, which aim to improve 
refugees’ self-reliance and move away from reactive ‘care and concern’, are not 
negative as such. The problem is, however, that the above-mentioned models 
are applied in top-down frameworks, with the additional goal of curtailing 
migrants’ and refugees’ freedom of movement. Hence, ‘mobile livelihoods’5 are 
increasingly instrumentalized and forged from ‘above’. Transnational practices 
that do not fit the political projects promoted within the ‘accepted’ transna-
tional relations are in danger of becoming either forbidden or very vulnerable.

Transnationality and ‘New Wars’: Mobility and Security with 
Reference to the Individual

Transnationalism as a theoretical entry point to mobility emerged parallel to 
other theories that aimed to build on networks in the post–Cold War political 
context in which major changes in security understandings were underway. In 
this section, I discuss the meaning of concepts such as ‘human security’ and 
‘new wars’ as they apply to policies toward refugees and migrants. I start by 
briefly reviewing the history of the political associations between security and 
refugee mobility. Then I discuss how refugees and security have been brought 
together in the United Nations, which is the most important international 
organization responsible for refugee security. The aim of this section is to dem-
onstrate how conflict-generated mobility has become the most important indi-
cator of the lack of security. Because what policy makers call mixed migratory 
flows accompany the global restructuring of capitalist production, the view on 
refugee mobility as an indicator of insecurity has boiled down to restrictive 
politics toward migration in general.

Mobility and Security Considerations: A Brief Overview

For a period longer than migration as such, states have viewed refugee mobility 
as a political and security issue that requires international agreements. Accord-
ing to Loescher and Milner (2005: 23), international political concern for the 
fate of refugees first emerged after World War I, when massive refugee flows 
resulting from the break-up of the Habsburg, Hohenzollern, Ottoman, and 
Romanov empires in Europe, Turkey, the Middle East, and Russia and from 
the Russian Civil War, the Polish-Soviet War, and the Russian famine of 1921 
heightened inter-state tensions and threatened the security of European coun-
tries. Consequently, an international framework of institutions and agreements 
was created in 1921 within the League of Nations. Following World War II, the 
current international refugee regime, which was described at the outset of this 
article, emerged in reaction to the security threat posed by some 12 million dis-
placed persons, mainly from Eastern and Central Europe and the Soviet Union. 
While millions were repatriated or resettled in the aftermath of the war, nearly 
500,000 remained in camps in Western Europe until the mid-1960s (ibid.).
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During the Cold War, the political and security perspective on refugees was 
universal: they were seen as part of the struggle between the East and the 
West. In regions of intense superpower conflict and competition, refugees were 
armed, and their military struggles were supported materially and ideologically. 
Throughout the Cold War, refugees and the safety problems they raised were 
considered to be part of a wider set of geo-political considerations, including an 
understanding that most threats to a state’s security were military, arising from 
outside its borders, and required a political or military response. Thus, while 
specific refugee groups were perceived as assets or liabilities during times of 
crisis, the security logic was bound by a highly constrained notion of security 
that did not see migration as a central issue (Loescher and Milner 2005: 24).

The view on migration and its importance in safety considerations changed 
in the post–Cold War era when the security implications of forced migra-
tion gained more salience (Loescher and Milner 2005). The United Nations 
became the central arena for voicing these altered security understandings: in 
a changed political situation, the most powerful member countries felt free to 
declare that they did not want refugees and considered them a burden (Ham-
merstad 2000; Slim 2001). Moreover, the large-scale displacement of civilian 
populations became a deliberate conflict strategy in places such as, for exam-
ple, the Balkans, sub-Saharan Africa, and East Timor. There was a common 
recognition among the states (particularly in Europe and North America) that 
refugee movements not only were a consequence of insecurity but also could 
be a cause of instability for host states, countries of origin, and regions in con-
flict—and could even pose a threat to wider international peace and security. 
As a result of intra-state conflicts in the Middle East, the Balkans, the Caucasus, 
Africa, and elsewhere, the security implications of refugee movements began to 
dominate political developments at the United Nations Security Council, NATO, 
and other security organizations (Loescher and Milner 2005: 24).

In the late 1980s and the 1990s, a dramatic change took place in interna-
tional norms on state sovereignty and non-intervention as a consequence of 
‘new wars’, which produced massive refugee flows and internal displacement. 
Resulting from the emergence of the so-called global humanitarian regime that 
I elaborate on below in the context of security understandings in the United 
Nations, the 1990s is also known as the decade of humanitarian interventions. 
Mary Kaldor (2007: 3–4; italics added) defines ‘new wars’ as network wars in a 
way that demonstrates the link between the politicization of the transnational 
paradigm and the current thinking on security:

‘[N]ew wars’ … take place in the context of the disintegration of states (typically 
authoritarian states under the impact of globalization). They are fought by net-
works of state and non-state actors … most violence is directed against civilians 
… taxation is falling and war finance consists of loot and pillage, illegal trading 
and other war-generated revenue … the distinctions between combatant and non-
combatant, legitimate violence and criminality are all breaking down … Above 
all, they construct new sectarian identities (religious, ethnic or tribal) that under-
mine the sense of a shared political community. Indeed, this could be considered 
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the purpose of these wars. They recreate the sense of political community along 
new divisive lines through the manufacture of fear and hate … Moreover, these 
sectarian political identities are often inextricably tied to criminalized networks 
that provide a basis for a global shadow economy … ‘new wars’ are very difficult 
to end … they tend to spread through refugees and displaced persons, criminalized 
networks, and the sectarian ideologies they manufacture.

Loescher and Milner, who aim to “bring into the mainstream of international 
relations and security studies an understanding of strategic roots and conse-
quences of refugee movements” (Loescher 1992: 3), suggest that, from the 
mid-1990s up to the present day, writings on migration and security in security 
studies, political science, and sociology have focused on the securitization of 
asylum in the European context (Loescher and Milner 2005: 25). Debates about 
asylum, immigration, social identity, and cohesion have been translated into 
state action against asylum seekers and migrants. The main discourses of this 
discussion have been integration and assimilation rather than transnationality. 

Security concerns have heightened since the events of September 11 and the 
subsequent US-led ‘global war on terror’. The new security agenda has sharp-
ened the association for many Western security and policy analysts—but also for 
some social scientists—between refugees, asylum seekers, and illegal migrants, 
on the one hand, and the issue of insecurity, on the other. During the current 
decade, there has been an emphasis on the potential links between migration 
and asylum in the West and transnational crime, terrorism (see, e.g., Brouwer, 
Catz, and Guild 2003; EUPOL 2009; European Union 2003), national identity, and 
societal security. In the European Union, improving the border management of 
adjoining states and regions and controlling illegal migration and trafficking have 
become top priorities for policy makers and, as a result, have led to a politics of 
regionalism (Ceccorulli 2009). Western policy makers increasingly believe that 
the potential security threats of refugee movements can be contained in regions 
of refugee origin. The implications of this approach produce a binary opposition 
between human rights and security ideology, a paradox that is embedded in the 
ways that the United Nations talks about refugees and deals with their issues.

Humanitarian Interventions: Preventing and Containing  
Refugee Movements

Humanitarianism is not inherently a pacifist ideology (see, e.g., Slim 2001). 
In the late 1990s, B. S. Chimini (2000: 2), a specialist on international legisla-
tion concerning refugees, argued that “humanitarianism is the ideology of 
hegemonic states in the era of globalization [and this] ideology of humanitari-
anism mobilises a large range of meanings and practices to establish and sus-
tain global relations of domination.” Hugo Slim (2001: 331–332) explains that 
“humanitarian action can extend from infant-feeding and water supply through 
economic sanctions and peace-keeping to the use of force, and then beyond to 
peace-building activities, state repair and democratization.” He talks about the 
construction of what he refers to as ‘violent humanitarianism’ in the 1990s and 
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traces the foundation of a new form of interventionist and militarized agenda 
in the United Nations to a report, titled An Agenda for Peace, of then UN Sec-
retary-General Boutros-Ghali (1992). The report reflected the emergence of the 
issue of security in the United Nations debates and the inclusion of refugees 
into the security discourse. It renewed the right and the intention of the United 
Nations to use force (referred to as ‘preventive deployment’) if all other means 
failed (as per Article 42 of Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter). The 
paragraphs below and the argumentation of this article in general show that 
humanitarian interventions have often been conducted primarily to prevent 
refugee crises or at least to contain them in the areas of conflict and have 
thereby contributed to the politicization of the transnational paradigm.

The United Nations, Refugees, and Security

States have been prompted for reasons of national and regional security to tackle 
the problem of human displacement in a more preventive manner, addressing the 
conditions which force people to abandon their homes. (UNHCR 1996–1997)

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was founded 
by the United Nations General Assembly in 1950 with the statutory responsi-
bility to provide international protection to refugees and to seek permanent 
solutions to their problems. During the Cold War, its activities were two-fold: 
in the developed world, it worked to ensure that states hosting refugees from 
communist countries adhered to their international legal obligations according 
to the 1951 refugees convention; in the developing world, it maintained refu-
gee camps in the borders adjoining protracted superpower proxy wars, such 
as those in Afghanistan and Angola. Presently, its primary focus has shifted 
from providing international protection for refugees to managing large-scale 
humanitarian operations that assist war-affected populations in the midst of 
conflicts (Goodwin-Gill 1999; Hammerstad 2000). According to Anne Hammer-
stad (2000), this operational transformation was accompanied by a significant 
conceptual change in the 1990s that involved a re-evaluation of the nature of 
refugee emergencies and of the UNHCR’s own role in dealing with them. 

As described in the previous section, changes took place in the late 1980s 
and the 1990s in the operational environment as the political stance on refugees 
changed in the West. Rich countries, especially those in Europe, wanted increas-
ingly to deter refugees and asylum seekers from crossing their borders. The 
reasons were many: migrants, including refugees, were no longer welcomed as 
workers due to a decrease in demand and an increase in supply; xenophobic 
right-wing parties with anti-immigration policies became more popular; and 
refugees were no longer ideological trump cards in the global struggle between 
the East and the West. During this same period, the number of refugees rose 
sharply as a result of conflicts in the Balkans and East Timor and due to the 
Rwandan genocide. In this changed political context, Western states began to 
employ policies that mirrored their interest in restricting refugee flows. They 
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undertook humanitarian actions and military humanitarian interventions to 
contain potential refugees within their countries or regions of origin. Moreover, 
both the states and the UNHCR have, to an increasing extent, sought to repatri-
ate refugees at the earliest possible stage, which has sometimes led to forced 
repatriation (Hammerstad 2000: 393).

The operational change of the UNHCR that reflected the altered policies of its 
donor countries was the development of a security discourse within the refugee 
agency in the 1990s. According to Hammerstad (2000: 395), the traditional focus 
of the UNHCR on the legal and human rights and humanitarian needs of refugee 
individuals and on the corresponding international legal obligations of the states 
was not entirely replaced but rather became gradually subsumed within the secu-
rity discourse. In a keynote speech at a ministerial meeting on human security 
issues in Bergen, Norway, the then UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Sadako 
Ogata (1999), claimed that the first aim of the United Nations Charter is to 
maintain “international peace and security” with the goal of achieving “human 
security” and named refugees as a “significant symptom” of the insecurities of 
the post–Cold War world (cf. Hammerstad 2000: 396). Hence, the UNHCR’s dis-
course on refugees legitimizes the new security paradigm by explaining that ref-
ugee flows must be prevented, contained, and reversed because of the security 
threats that they create for the social cohesion, political integrity, and economic 
welfare of host states, for regional and international stability, for humanitarian 
workers, and for the refugees themselves (ibid.). 

The term ‘human security’ is an ambiguous and broad concept that is 
employed extensively to conceptualize the security discourse in the United 
Nations and some other international organizations, such as the Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). Yet its future in the United 
Nations as well as among other international actors is far from certain. For 
instance, in his report, In Larger Freedom, then UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan 
(2005) uses the term only once, speaking more often of a concept of ‘collective 
security’ (see also Owen 2008: 119). In the United Nations, the notion of human 
security was first promulgated by the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP 1993): “Security should be interpreted as security for people, not secu-
rity for land … The concept of security must change—from an exclusive stress 
on national security to much greater stress on people’s security, from security 
through armaments, to security through human development, from territorial 
security to food, employment and environmental security.” The UNDP’s (1994) 
Human Development Report identified core elements that together made up the 
idea of human security: economic security, food security, health security, per-
sonal security, community security, and political security. The human security 
approach has since developed in two main directions, one emphasizing security 
in the face of political violence (freedom from fear and freedom from want), 
the other emphasizing the interrelatedness of different types of security and the 
particular importance of development as a security strategy. 

Taylor Owen (2008: 120) argues that the Secretary-General and many mem-
ber states are reluctant to endorse fully the concept of human security because 
of the United Nations’ conflation of state security and human development and 
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the overlap between human security and human rights. Even if some United 
Nations’ documents, such as Human Security Now (Ogata and Sen 2003), stress 
that human security is a complementary rather than a competing paradigm to 
national security (see Owen 2008: 118), the obvious reason for many member 
states’ reluctance to endorse human security is that they acknowledge the 
potential conflicts between the security of the individual, the political commu-
nity, and state borders. Especially in matters of strategic importance, states are 
unwilling to be exposed to challenges to their own sovereignty, although they 
may challenge other states that are considered ‘fragile’, ‘rogue’, or ‘failed’. A 
“certain reluctance at supranationalization” with regard to migration as a secu-
rity threat is evident even in the European Union (Ceccorulli 2009: 7). 

For Owen (2008), human security is a precondition for human development, 
but not vice versa: human security looks directly at the threat outcomes, such 
as violence or economic downturns, while development looks at the empower-
ment process. Human development is more concerned with long-term institu-
tion building, whereas human security addresses emergency relief. The focus 
on emergencies is linked to the ‘responsibility to protect’ slogan that is used to 
justify ‘humanitarian interventions’ in the sense that links human security to 
the protection of human rights: if the state is dysfunctional, then international 
organizations must step in, not just to pressure the state to respect human 
rights, but to assume the state’s duty to protect (ibid.: 121). A neo-liberal vein 
became visible in the report of the Trade and Development Board of the United 
Nations (2005: 4), which separates development from peace and security in 
relation to the international community’s obligations, stating that “each coun-
try must take primary responsibility for its own development and that the role 
of national policies and development strategies cannot be overemphasized in 
the achievement of sustainable development” (cf. Owen 2008: 120).

Human Security in EU Policies: Security-Centered Mobility 
Awareness and Its Implications for Development

While the European Union is trying to build ‘Fortress Europe’, the OSCE has 
been adopting the phrase ‘human security’ in its vocabulary. This became evi-
dent in the European Union’s (2003) security strategy report, A Secure Europe 
in a Better World. Mary Kaldor (2007: 182–183), who is the principal academic 
voice of the new security doctrine of the OSCE, suggests that human security 
potentially offers a new approach to both security and development. While 
this strategy is new in comparison to the narrowly state-centered, violence-
based approaches, associations between peace and development are not solely 
contemporary; rather, they can be traced, scholarly and philosophically, to the 
work of Immanuel Kant, preceding the concept of human security by centuries. 
The essence of the so-called liberal peace theory is that democracies do not go 
to war with each other (e.g., Turner 2006). 

From methodological and theoretical angles, it is the emphasis on individu-
als that seems to form the continuum between different peace development 
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associations. For instance, Adam Curle (1971: 174) identified development as 
a possibility of individual capacity building to be one of the key components 
of peace building through the restructuring of conflicting relationships from 
below. The empowerment of an individual and her or his capabilities are also 
at the center of Nobel-awarded economist Amartya Sen’s thinking on human 
security, which constitutes the foundation of the UNDP core understanding of 
human security. The fact that the human security concept has been brought to 
the UNHCR security thinking from the United Nations Development Programme 
shows again the close interrelation among development, security, and migration. 

With regard to an understanding of ‘new wars’, human security, and the 
transnational paradigm, what is common among them is that they all move 
away from methodological nationalism.6 Thus, methodological individualism, 
a conceptual if not operational focus on people rather than on borders, is 
perhaps the prevailing factor that led policy makers to use transnationality as 
an entry point to mobility in the context of ‘global governance’ and ‘global 
humanitarian regime’. One implication of human security policy is the inter-
twining of humanitarian and development assistance (Kaldor 2007: 193). In the 
context of ‘new wars’, underdevelopment is seen as a security threat and as a 
source of social unrest. 

When the human security approach is operationalized in terms of the West 
and of security organizations such as OSCE, NATO, and the United Nations Secu-
rity Council, its human rights potential is ambivalent. When state security and 
individual or community security are in real or alleged contradiction, the dispute 
is also political. When it comes to controlling mobility, the protection of state 
borders may become one of the primary components of maintaining the human 
security of some populations or individuals. In most developed countries, refu-
gees and immigrants do not threaten state security but are increasingly consid-
ered as threats to different aspects of their citizens’ human security.7 Thus, the 
relationship between human security and human rights is not straightforward. 

Underdevelopment, as a source of social unrest and conflict, and natural 
catastrophes produce ‘uncontrolled’ mobility, which is unwanted in terms of 
Western immigration and refugee policies. The association between migration 
and security has upgraded migration management to a strategic matter of top 
priority in the European Union. The interest in controlling unwanted inflows of 
migrants has an impact on the European Union’s external relations and mingles 
with its other core policy fields (Ceccorulli 2009: 2). For policy makers, the fact 
that people live their lives through different categories such as ‘displaced’, ‘refu-
gee’, and ‘economic migrant’ and that countries seldom produce only one kind 
of movers has produced the problem of mixed migratory flows. In essence, pol-
icy makers confront problems of governance and center their concerns on what 
they see as the potential danger of abuse to a system that is, in principle, based 
on human rights and international legislation on refugees. In 2003, the Euro-
pean Commission noted that the “[a]buse of asylum procedures is on the rise, 
as are mixed migratory flows, often maintained by smuggling practices involv-
ing both people with a legitimate need for international protection and migrants 
using asylum procedures to gain access to the member states to improve their 



72   |   Riina Isotalo

living conditions.”8 This rhetoric, which on the surface compartmentalizes 
different kinds of mobility, highlights interestingly how policy makers label 
mobility selectively in an era of security-centered, development-oriented, and, 
in its aspirations, rights-based humanitarianism. Following this trend, the cur-
rent UNHCR documents (see, e.g., UNHCR 2009) have added ‘mixed migration 
populations’ to their vocabulary and use the expression matter-of-factly. 

The term ‘asylum migrant’ is used negatively in the context of migrants 
who enter Europe and other Western countries illegally. In practice, it points 
to a mobility that fits well in ‘guest worker’ regimes that are re-emerging in 
the West in the guise of ‘circular migration’ (see Glick Schiller, this issue; Piper 
2006). Asylum migrants are people who will most likely fail to achieve asylum 
but will, in the meantime, send remittances to their families while working in 
the economy’s exploitative gray sector. Thus, different regimes and categories 
that are discussed in terms of humanitarian and security concerns cannot be 
separated from an analysis of the fluctuating needs of the labor market and the 
current preference for short-term temporary workers who have no rights with 
regard to entitlements, settlement, or family reunification. 

The fear of abuse to the system is slightly ironic in the face of the fact that 
there seem to be processes under way that burden migrants and refugees with 
responsibilities that used to belong to states and the international commu-
nity in terms of post-conflict reconstruction, assistance toward refugees, and 
development. Some attempts to replace political solutions to the refugee crisis 
with a technical ‘hands on’ approach and aspects of moving from relief assis-
tance to a development mode of assistance have a potential of working either 
toward ‘transnationalism from above’ or ‘transnationalism from below’. There 
is potential for the former in the promotion of transnational relations that are 
restricted by the rich countries to the refugees’ region of origin. It suggests that 
refugees are seen as integrated diasporas that enhance positive development in 
the conflict area while remaining in its immediate vicinity, instead of moving 
to the European Union or other rich countries. 

Hence, globally, state officials’ consciousness of mobility is kept on per-
manent alert. ‘Comprehensive border awareness’ packages are sold to states 
(including, recently, Qatar and Estonia) by private security companies, such 
as the European Aeronautic Defence and Space Company (EADS),9 and the 
fences and high-tech surveillance equipment outside Ceuta and Melilla are 
intended to block sub-Saharan and West African migrants and asylum seekers 
from entering the Schengen Area. Countries such as Senegal, Mali, Mauritania, 
and Morocco receive substantial amounts of development assistance from the 
European Union and from Spain on the condition that they commit themselves 
to restricting the border crossing of their populations (Peltonen 2007). These 
extreme preventive policies and measures have unintentionally increased ille-
gal mobility to the Canary Islands, continental Spain, and Italy (ibid.). The 
methodological individualism of human security as applied to mobility does 
not in effect lessen the emphasis on borders. 

Controlling mixed migration populations takes many forms. For example, 
the European Union has a Strategic Committee on Immigration, Frontiers and 
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Asylum (SCIFA) that also works in cooperation with external partners. The 
United States expects the European Union’s cooperation with border control 
in transit areas, border information exchange, return of inadmissible persons, 
and so forth. The focus is on individuals who cross borders with the goal being 
“to obtain information about those crossing frontiers and ensure maximum 
security” (van Selm and Tsolakis 2004: 8; cf. Ceccorulli 2009: 11). The stra-
tegic security emphasis on mobility that is illegal in the face of EU rules and 
regulations is a continuous trend. The renewed focus on illegal immigration 
can be found in the European Union’s (2008) Report on the Implementation 
of the European Security Strategy: Providing Security in a Changing World (cf. 
Ceccorulli 2009: 10).

In general, the official criteria for current development assistance (e.g., that 
of the European Union) are needs and performance. The latter indicates that 
the aid is conditional: it is linked to the human rights regime. In the context of 
wars and conflicts, as well as post-conflict reconstruction, some analysts sug-
gest that such aid seeks a complete transformation of a society’s values and 
behavioral patterns (see, e.g., Duffield 2001). This development intervention, 
which is sometimes preceded by and combined with military intervention that 
is justified in humanitarian terms, can be explained by the donor community’s 
belief in the liberal peace theory that I elaborated on earlier. Such an aid regime 
is characterized by institution building, a rights-based approach, and what 
Dezalay and Garth (2002) refer to as ‘legal globalization’—that is, the trans-
nationalization of legal models, frameworks, and ideas. However, despite the 
fact that such aid makes reference to human rights and democracy, the trans-
national dimensions of these aid relations (even outside the military context) 
are not necessarily democratic. For example, in many aid-receiving developing 
countries, democratic elections do not take place until after structural adjust-
ment programs initiated by the IMF and the World Bank have been imple-
mented (Duffield 2001). This implementation is often conducted by so-called 
contractor states,10 with much of the multi-level aid surpassing Third World 
governments or embryonic state structures due to the central role given to both 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and international non-governmental 
organizations (INGOs). These organizations are sub-contracted aid distribu-
tors, as well as important aid recipients. 

Migrant remittances and diaspora investments are important survival instru-
ments in societies undergoing structural adjustment programs, while the same 
programs produce migration flows linked to specific First World labor needs, 
such as care work in an aging Europe. Remittance-migration formations also 
appear in areas of conflict and high levels of internal violence. Consider, for 
example, female migration from Central and South American states such as 
Bolivia and Colombia to Spain and Italy, which is triggered by high levels of 
internal violence and, more often than not, the dissolution of conjugal ties 
(Sørensen 2005). Sometimes family dissolution happens as a consequence of 
structural adjustment programs that cause gendered unemployment, prevent-
ing men from providing for their families—an important notion of masculinity 
in several societies. As a result, many women are abandoned, and some of 
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them migrate. Migration and refugeeness are at the center of the development-
security nexus, and many variations of the transnationality theme are manifes-
tations of this connection. Paradoxically, while the centrality of transnational 
mobility for the development-security nexus is visible, it is not ‘seen’ in the 
writings of most anthropologists working within the transnational paradigm. 
Perhaps this is because this connection allegedly belongs to the realm of devel-
opment, the “evil twin” of anthropology (Ferguson 1997). 

A Transnational Approach to Migration Policies: Remittances 

Bilateral and multilateral development agencies have increasingly stressed that 
remittances play an important role in the survival of poor individuals, fami-
lies, and communities around the world. Policy discussions on migration have 
undergone some changes during the last two decades or so. Throughout the 
1990s, the European Commission and other policy interlocutors in international 
thinking and at state levels promoted the idea that migration and refugee flows 
should be reduced by generating local development, preventing and resolving 
local conflicts, and retaining refugees in neighboring or first countries of asy-
lum. This approach, commonly labeled ‘combating the root causes of migra-
tion’ (see Ceccorulli 2009; Sørensen 2004), achieved its structural limits during 
the late 1990s, when research demonstrated that an increase in economic 
productivity may simultaneously increase mobility, at least in the short term. 
This was referred to as the ‘migration hump’. The term pointed to the paradox 
that the same economic policies that can reduce migration in the long term can 
increase it in the short term (Pastore 2003; cf. Sørensen 2004). It is important 
to note that because of the general securitization trend and the current eco-
nomic downturn, the strategy of combating the root causes of migration has 
not disappeared: it is the principal policy guideline of most United Nations and 
European Union documents on migration. 

The transnational approach was explicitly brought to the development pol-
icy arena at the turn of the millennium. This method sees internal, regional, 
and international mobility as an intrinsic dimension of development and 
views mobility as an essential condition for economic and social develop-
ment (Sørensen 2004). For example, the World Bank and the DAC began to 
encourage diasporas to become engaged in positive development roles in their 
countries of origin. In 2003, the World Bank’s Global Development Finance 
Report took formal notice of remittances as a source of external development 
finance for the first time, and UN Secretary-General Annan identified migration 
as a priority issue for the international community. Estimated at around US 
$283 billion in 2008 (Ratha, Mohapatra, and Xu 2008), registered remittances 
to developing countries represent a large proportion of global financial flows, 
and there is reason to believe that substantial amounts remain unregistered. 
Based on available evidence, various reports estimate that remittances amount 
to more than double the official assistance, which is more than capital market 
flows and more than half of foreign direct investment flows to development 



Politicizing the Transnational   |   75

countries, despite the fact that in real terms remittances were expected to fall 
from 2 percent of GDP in 2007 to 1.8 in 2008 (ibid.). 

According to Ninna Nyberg Sørensen (2004), what underlies the develop-
ment dimension of migrant transfers is that remittances are said to have the 
potential of being more stable than private capital flows and to be less vulner-
able to changing economic cycles—an aspect that has been emphasized in the 
migration and development literature. While it is true that remittances have 
some degree of regularity because of the ongoing family and kinship ties that 
motivate them, migrants are not immune to changes in the economy. On the 
contrary, they are primarily positioned in economic niches that are the most 
vulnerable to market changes. Almost all migrants—from highly educated and 
well-paid professionals to workers in the construction industry, care work, 
and service work—share this vulnerability to economic downturns. Some-
times remitting persons do not have work permits, which means that they do 
not pay taxes. But it also means that they are not covered by legislation that 
protects workers in the workplace and cannot take advantage of membership 
in trade unions. Nor do they not have the safety net of unemployment benefits 
in times of economic decline. 

The discourse on remittances and development not only neglects the vul-
nerability of migrant workers in the workplace, but also fails to examine the 
effect of violent conflict on transnational relations and remittance flows. In 
the context of violence, the importance of mobility as a resource increases. 
Yet increasingly conflict-generated diaspora members in the West and their 
transnational connections are not screened through international legislation 
on refugees. Instead, they are examined through the lens of the ‘global war on 
terror’ (for operational measures, see, e.g., Ceccorulli 2009: 11) and accused 
of spreading ‘new wars’ to the cities of the West by replicating confrontational 
bifurcations in the new settings, committing terrorist acts, and perpetuating 
conflicts ‘back home’ through ‘long-distance nationalism’, that is, different 
kinds of remittances. ‘Home-grown’ terrorism by second-generation immigrants 
is a growing concern in Europe (EUPOL 2009), and security-oriented literature, 
policy papers, and journalistic writings on this subject are abundant. As much 
as the slogan ‘responsibility to protect’ has become a constituent of humanitar-
ian interventions and peace enforcement, the First World countries’ popular 
attitude is that politicians and lawmakers should protect citizens from refugees 
and, to a lesser extent, migrants. Perhaps that is why, instead of transnational-
ity, multiculturalism and integration remain the main discourses concerning the 
migrant and refugee presence in the West within the larger question of security. 
Multiculturalism and integration are used both as analytical frameworks and as 
policy guidelines. Keeping in mind the earlier cited definition of ‘new wars’, I 
would argue that multiculturalism and integration can be seen more as mani-
festations of the deep politicization and securitization of transnational mobility 
than as adequate theoretical tools for social science and migration studies.

Migration studies have examined the different ways that migrants remit 
and how remittances influence community development, economic structures, 
and relations between genders and family members. This literature has drawn 
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attention to migrants’ economic contributions and has probably increased 
policy makers’ interest in migrants’ role in the development of the sending 
countries. Several migrant-sending countries have taken formal notice of the 
importance of remittances, introducing laws and other channels to facilitate 
remitting and to support migrant investments. To maintain their loyalty, send-
ing countries treat migrants as important constituents of the nation and give 
them special rights, such as an expatriate vote and dual citizenship. While 
states are simultaneously forging and institutionalizing transnational relations 
and lifestyles, the migrants’ transnational activities can threaten the stability of 
migrant- and refugee-sending countries when members of diasporas engage in 
political lobbying, opposition politics, and separatist and terrorist movements.

The self-help component of remittances can also be destabilizing on an 
individual level. Because remittances are often sent to individuals, they can be 
a source of conflict and friction within transnational families and communities. 
Migration and transnationality can—and in many cases do—increase inequal-
ity. Sometimes they contribute to hierarchical gender relations and other ineq-
uities among those who stayed behind. In this regard, migrant remittances 
reflect the neo-liberal order of the day, which is built on competitive and con-
sumption-oriented individualism. Policies cannot be divorced from politics. Put 
together with the promotion of the role of transnational relations in enhancing 
development ‘back home’, this is one of the points where the transnational 
paradigm meets neo-liberal economics. 

Sedentary Regimes and Transnational Solutions?

In the 1950s, the United Nations forged an international refugee regime, based 
on three ‘durable’ solutions for refugee crises: integration in the first country of 
asylum, resettlement in a third country, or repatriation (i.e., return to the home 
country) at the earliest possible date. The last continues to be seen as the best 
and most ‘natural’ option. However, since the 1990s (note the timing), it has 
been increasingly admitted that return is not an easy or simple ‘optimal solu-
tion’ (see, e.g., Koser and Black 1999). Anthropologists such as Liisa Malkki 
and Laura Hammond have criticized this international refugee regime for its 
sedentary thinking, in the sense that people were being conceptualized as natu-
rally rooted in the soil. This critique is also part of the UNHCR’s (1995) effort to 
move from a “reactive, exile-oriented and refugee-specific” approach toward one 
that is “proactive, homeland-oriented and holistic” and, according to Van Hear 
(2002), includes acknowledging refugee crises as transnational phenomena. 

But what does this recognition actually mean? In essence, it means that 
policy makers recognize that refugee crises are transnational problems and 
act accordingly in line with their own security, development, and economic 
considerations. According to Hammerstad (2000: 396), the UNHCR’s approach 
“emphasizes the prevention and containment of refugee flows and advocates 
conflict resolution, reconstruction and refugee repatriation.” Heterogeneous 
types of mobility are inherently seen as people out of place. This is signaled 
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by the use of sedentary concepts such as displaced persons and IDP (inter-
nally displaced people). In her agenda for human security, Kaldor (2007: 183) 
asserts: “Perhaps the indicator that comes closest to a measure of human secu-
rity is displaced persons. Displaced persons are a typical feature of contempo-
rary crises, both natural disasters and wars. There has been a steady increase in 
the number of displaced persons per conflict over the last decades … Displaced 
persons are the victims of both physical and material insecurity.”

The above citation ties mobility and human security tightly together, making 
mobility an indicator of a lack of security, the idea being that people do not 
leave their homes and communities unless they are faced with a serious threat 
(see, e.g., UNHCR 1997). Moreover, reflecting the conceptual transformation 
among international organizations and states on security, mobility, and the 
obligations stated in international refugee legislation, it shows clearly that the 
discourse on crisis-generated mobility is increasingly that of displaced persons 
rather than refugees. The reasons for this shift are several. While the contem-
porary numbers of IDP are higher than refugee figures, my estimation is that 
the balance would shift if the crossing of international borders, which is the 
main legal condition of the definition ‘refugee’, was less restricted. Besides, 
while the concept ‘refugee’ implies legal rights and protection provided by 
the international community and individual states alike, ‘displaced person’ is 
merely a descriptive term that does not denote any rights or entitlements.

Development assistance for refugees (DAR) programs have been reinvented 
to revitalize local integration as a durable solution for refugee problems in order 
to limit the secondary movement of refugees from countries of first asylum and 
mixed flows of refugees and migrants toward the European Union and other 
rich regions (Stepputat 2004: 18). Whether these programs have actually been 
successful in the conflict areas and have improved refugees’ lives varies case by 
case. What is more relevant here is how these programs forge mobility precisely 
because they acknowledge the refugee crisis as a transnational phenomenon: 
their aim is to restrict refugees from moving and to advocate support for refugee-
hosting areas. DAR aims to strengthen the self-reliance of refugees and thereby 
increase their contribution to local development, decrease the need for long-term 
care and maintenance programs, reduce the potential for host-refugee conflicts, 
and better prepare refugees for durable solutions ‘through development’ (ibid.). 
Behind these models seems also to be evidence of the so-called windmill effect. 
The term suggests that after the initial crisis, the refugee presence boosts the 
local economy by increasing the capacity to utilize natural resources and by cre-
ating new niches in the labor market (see, for example, Van Hear 1998). 

Although many refugees are desperate to return home as soon as possible 
and, sometimes more importantly, regain access to farmable land and their 
property, not all people who flee are willing to return to the place of departure. 
Past experiences can be extremely traumatic, and donor-driven ‘truth and rec-
onciliation’ processes or former fighters’ reintegration programs often fail to 
address the unresolved atrocities (see, e.g., Rosen 2007). This is particularly 
evident in the so-called minority returns. Post-conflict circumstances are some-
times characterized by a tradition of impunity. 
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Development and Post-conflict Return

In the following paragraphs, I will reflect on the discussion of Sørensen, Van 
Hear, and Engberg-Pedersen (2003) regarding post-conflict return and develop-
ment. The empirical cue for this analysis draws from my own ethnographic 
data about Palestinian return migrants.11 In terms of development, Sørensen, 
Van Hear, and Engberg-Pedersen suggest that migrants’ return to the home 
country after a short period abroad is not likely to contribute to development, 
especially if the movement is abrupt. They also suggest that the return after a 
longer stay abroad has much greater development potential. 

My ethnographic case data among Palestinian returnees provide some evi-
dence of this trend, but also suggest that the degree to which returnees con-
tribute to development reflects on where and in what conditions they have 
spent their time abroad. Whether or not they were refugees by legal status 
did not much matter. Perhaps more importantly for the present argument, 
my material suggests that sometimes people returned because of the develop-
ment potential of a place that had been defined as a post-conflict site by the 
international donor community. For example, migrants who returned to the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip in the optimistic ‘days of Oslo’ had no idea that 
post-conflict reconstruction assistance programs and investments are usually 
short-term. Some had returned in an optimistic vein without considerable eco-
nomic resources of their own, while some had no choice except to return. As 
often happens in post-conflict situations where the root causes of the hostili-
ties have not been resolved, the Palestine-Israel conflict re-escalated, and thus 
development in the occupied Palestinian territory turned to de-development 
and arrested state building.

Moreover, Sørensen, Van Hear, and Engberg-Pedersen (2003) note that states 
with a history of violent conflict are more willing to encourage refugees to 
contribute resources from abroad rather than to return and participate directly 
in the post-conflict nation-state building process. The argument of the authors 
that a state in-the-making or recovering from a conflict may prefer that at least 
certain segments of diaspora remain abroad is valid also in light of my eth-
nographic material. Rather than encouraging migrants or refugees to return, 
which would burden the fragile infrastructure and peace, the state leadership 
often hopes that they will invest from abroad. These states may not welcome 
returnees if their move to the former home country is intended to be one-
directional and if they arrive with expectations of a welfare state or long-term 
international assistance after their return. Thus, in contrast to the expectations 
of the international refugee regime, the preferences of those who stayed in 
the home country and the policies of post-conflict societies may discourage 
migrants’ and refugees’ permanent return to the homeland.

The forces that encourage remittances and investments from abroad but 
discourage return engender a further set of questions about remittances and the 
security of both individuals and states. My point here is that wherever we find 
‘evidence’ of the preference for transnational lifestyles as compared to return, 
the situation should be examined carefully. We should always ask which groups 
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are being encouraged to do what and by whom. Who prefers for migrants or 
refugees to remain abroad and why? Are the reasons primarily economical, or 
are they related to the home country’s internal political power balance? What 
are the differences between refugees who are seen as potential troublemak-
ers and/or economic burdens, whose state of origin prefers for them to stay 
abroad, and displaced people, who are vulnerable victims needing to return to 
their proper place as soon as possible through humanitarian interventions in 
the name of human security, whose goal is to protect people rather than state 
borders? In the case of Palestinian return migration to the West Bank and the 
Gaza Strip in the aftermath of the Gulf War of 1990–1991 and again shortly after 
the Oslo Accords of 1993, most returnees were not refugees because the Oslo 
Accords did not allow Palestinian refugees the right of return. 

Conclusions

In terms of both Western entrance policies and development-oriented aid, refu-
gees and asylum seekers are increasingly treated either as security threats or as 
economic migrants. The terms ‘refugee’ and ‘economic migrant’ are thus inter-
preted contextually. With regard to the European Union entrance policy, the 
association between the two terms points to potential system abuse. The mobil-
ity of refugees is being controlled, yet, simultaneously, refugees are expected 
to carry much of the responsibility for the post-conflict reconstruction of their 
home communities, through investments and remittances to the most vulner-
able—those who stayed behind. Obviously, taking advantage of transnational 
connections and linking diaspora populations to post-conflict reconstruction 
often benefits all parties concerned. However, involving refugees and migrants 
in ‘reconstruction’ and development should not happen through guest worker 
types of migration regimes that are currently re-emerging in the West. These 
exploitative systems are being legitimated as development tools and as a solu-
tion to refugee problems by using security concerns to restrict migrants’ and 
refugees’ freedom of movement and their right to seek asylum. 

The transnational approach, as applied to development policies, has not 
taken over at the expense of the strategy of combating the root causes of migra-
tion. Rather, the promotion of transnational relations as a development tool and 
as a lasting solution to the refugee crisis shows signs of taking place within the 
framework of this strategy through the links made between development and 
security. The politicization of transnationality seems to mean that new security 
conceptualizations that emphasize methodological individualism, whereby the 
individual is the reference point of security, are increasingly operationalized on 
behalf of state security at the expense of refugee and migrant security. Even if 
the new security understandings allegedly give up narrow state-centeredness, 
they indicate the promotion of regionalism, in which refugee crises are con-
tained and solved in conflict regions. Thus, while methodological individualism 
is a conceptual feature of human security, policies and practices that involve 
refugees and migration reflect the concern of containing refugees in conflict 
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regions where transnational mobility would mainly be confined and secondary 
movement strictly regulated. Consequently, despite conceptual overlapping 
with human rights, human security, at least on an operational level, indicates 
particularism and relativism when applied to refugees and migrants.

It is striking that migration scholars—specialists on the motivations, consid-
erations, hopes, and constraints that refugees and migrants experience—have 
left the analysis of the strategic relations of security and migration mainly to 
security and political analysts, whose methodological and theoretical tools 
are not necessarily as appropriate for the subject area. I suggest that migra-
tion researchers should go beyond analyzing how societal and security con-
cerns of receiving states translate into state action against asylum seekers and 
migrants, and then trying to prove how well the migrants actually adapt and 
integrate. These scholars need to do much more than demonstrate how much 
migrants contribute to the development in both sending and host countries. 
Such approaches are understandable because many scholars who work with 
the transnational paradigm have adopted the migrants’ perspective—sub-
consciously or explicitly—and are concerned about their rights and security. 
However, this has resulted in their accommodation to the politicized approach 
to transnationality without having addressed this politicization and its reasons 
analytically. Migration scholars should analyze securitization seriously and 
bring it to their scholarship without letting that trend guide their research 
through state policies. This indicates accepting neither methodological nation-
alism nor methodological individualism and addressing the global reach of 
a set of powerful states and related institutional structures. A scholarship is 
needed that examines refugees and migrants as subjects of security, not sim-
ply as indicators of a lack of security. Only then will it be possible to bring 
different units of analysis, such as states and international organizations, into 
a single analytical perspective.
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Notes

 1. On a macro-economic level, Orozco (2003) characterizes the development impact of 
migration by ‘five Ts’: transfers (of remittances and grants), transportation, tourism, tele-
communication, and trade (cf. Levitt and Sørensen 2004).

 2. The figure of 190,600,000 total international migrants is obtained from the Migration Pol-
icy Institute’s Web site. See http://www.migrationinformation.org/DataHub/remittances/ 
World.pdf.

 3. Examples of this viewpoint are many. See, for example, the International Organization for 
Migration’s special edition titled Reaping the Fruits of Migration and Development (IOM 
2007), in which articles organized along policy lines, such as ‘migrant training’, ‘economic 
sustainability’, ‘remittances’, ‘labor migration’, etc., approach migrants as agents of devel-
opment mainly ‘back home’. Several articles concern return migration (e.g., to Afghani-
stan) and refugee repatriation, phenomena that I will reflect on throughout this text.

 4. It is important to note that neo-liberalism is not a homogeneous phenomenon, but it 
works differently in different contexts, also development and mobility.

 5. ‘Mobile livelihoods’ is a term introduced by Karen Fog Olwig and Ninna Nyberg Sørensen 
(2002). It refers to making a living in a way that depends on multiple locations and border-
crossing ties.

 6. This, of course, does not suggest a break away from nationalism as an ideology. Scholars 
such as Wimmer and Glick Schiller (2002) who critique methodological nationalism do 
not advocate methodological individualism.

 7. Individual terrorists of immigrant origin who do pose a threat to state security cannot be 
considered as representative of groups or categories such as refugees or migrants.

 8. For the text of the European Commission’s comments, see http://ec.europa.eu/justice_
home/news/intro/wai/news_040603_en.htm (cf. Sørensen 2004).

 9. EADS took part in the 2nd International Conference on European Emergency Manage-
ment, “Civil Protection—Resilience to Terrorism and Natural Disasters,” which was held 
in Helsinki on 12–14 November 2008. The event was organized by the CIVPRO Civil 
Protection Network, Aleksanteri Institute, University of Helsinki, and was sponsored by 
the prime minister’s office of Finland, the US embassy in Helsinki, and the EU Commis-
sion. Other corporate partners included Elisa Corporation, Siemens, Hedman Partners, 
Jalasvirta Group, and Ourex. 

 10. ‘Contractor states’ and ‘caretaker governments’ also appear in post-conflict contexts. 
For example, since the mid-1990s, this approach toward aid implementation has been 
critiqued by Palestinian laypeople and academics who are concerned by the relationships 
among the Palestinian National Authority, Israel, the United States, and the international 
donor community (see Isotalo 2009).

 11. The ethnographic material about Palestinian return migrants that I discuss here was 
collected in the occupied Palestinian territory and Israel during more than two years of 
fieldwork between 1996 and 2003.
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