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ANNEX 4 

Notions about history of migration 

 
Migratory flows have been, and continued to be, important vectors of social, economic, and cultural change. 
Migration has made history, and history has created the circumstances for varied and complex forms of 
migration. 

While it is no doubt true that people have always “migrated” in the broadest sense of the word, from one 
settlement to another, from village to village, and from town to town, it would be a mistake to assume that 
migration as it is practiced or experienced today is the same as it has been in the past.  

Migration is a term that has been used to describe the movement of people in very different contexts and 
situations, inclusing invasion, conquest, displacement under force of arms, flight from natural disaster, colonial 
settlement and even slavery.  

While we do not know exactly how prehistoric populations moved over the earth's surface, in Europe, for 
instance, there would have been movements southward to escape the spread of ice sheets during period of 
glaciation, and reverse migration  northward after the glaciers melted. 

No nation on earth can claim to have remained unchanged, or even to have  always lived in the same place. 

In many cases, migration was a consequences of military conquests. 

All of these population transfers helped shape the modern world by producing profound and lasting changes in 
lifestyle, language and culture, social and economic structures and political and administrative systems. 

Migration historians agree that a crucial turning point in the history of migration occurred about 500 years ago 
with the voyages undertaken by European explorers that led initially to the discovery of “new worlds” such as the 
Americas and Asia, and then on  to the development of colonial endeavours. 

A numebers of factors combined to create the appropriate conditions for what was to become an unprecedented 
flow of transoceanic migration: 

• the gathering of detailed and realiable geographical knowledge 

• the production of accurate maps 

• the introduction of new technology, including navigational instruments 

As production needs increased in the new colonies, labour shortages were met through the development of an 
entirely new kind of international migration: the slave trade.  Some reserachers consider modern labour migration 
to have started at that point. 
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The emergence of new industrial technologies, the mechanization of means of production, and the consolidation 
of insutrial activity, all contributed to displacement of large numbers of people. 

Between 1846 and 1890, around 17 million left Europe for the New World. Of these, by far the largest number 
came from British Isles.  

The Geram territories also provide a large number of migrants in this period- around 3.5 million impelled by rural 
poverty  and periodic crop failures. 

Even while large numbers were leaving Europe, other were arriving in serach of work or asylum.  

Significant migrant inflows, notably from Poland and Ukraine were recorded in Germany, where they worked as 
agricultural  workers to take the place of local farmhands who had found more remunerative employment in the 
heavy industries. 

The migration between the two World Wars was one of reduced international migrations. This was due, in part to 
economic stagnation and in part to the general climate of uncertainty and insecurity. In the depression of 1930s, 
migrant workers were seen as competitors for scarce jobs, and levels of hostility towards them rose.  

The devastation created in Europe by the Second World War contributed to the displacement within the continent 
of between 1 and 2 million persons. Many of these people were refugees who had been vicitims of persecution or 
had had to flee persecution. Some found a new place of residence in Europe. 

One lasting impact that migration has had on all countries of destination everywhere has been social change, as 
previously homogeneous societies have undergone change and have evolved into complex multicultural 
societies. In certain countries, this has been seen as appropriate and even desirable, while in others it is the 
subject of much debate.  

Both the demographic makeup and the social composition of the receiving societis were substantially 
transformed.  

The question of worker integration within the host community became a sensitive political issue.  

Migration issues, which were traditionally dealt with by States on a traditional or bilateral basis up to the ened of 
the Firts World War, increasingly required a multilateral approach as the twentieth century advanced. 

Today all goverments are showing a willingness to acknowledge migration as an unavoidable feature of our 
contemporary world and to agree on the necessity of intenational cooperation  to manage it effectively.  

There are more types of migration, including labour migration, both skilled and unskilled, family reunification, and 
migration for purposes of business or research. 

In 1951 a new organization with specific responsibility fo refugee protection was born: UNHCR (United Nations 
High Commission for Refugees).  

Refugees are not migrants in the usual sense because they move through compulsion, not on the basis of 
meaningful choice and their immediate objective is to seek protection, not a migration outcome. 
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In the recent years, several initiatives have been launched to improve global understanding and cooperation in 
international migration with the main objective to raise awareness of migration especially  in relation to the 
positive contributions migrants can make to society. 

 

(Source: IOM International Organization for Migration, Migration and History, Essentials of Migration 
Management. Volume One: Migration Management Foundations) 

	


