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When considering international migration in the 21st century, it is important to bear in mind the oft-quoted aphorism of the philosopher George Santayana: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”  Today’s international migrant flows did not emerge in a vacuum; they are connected to broader processes of economic integration that over the past half century have shrunk the globe.  What many fail to realize is that the current wave of globalization is not the first in human history.

The Old Globalization

The period between 1870 and the outbreak of World War I was characterized by an expanding international economy based on free trade and mobile capital.  Thriving international trade yielded massive flows of goods, commodities, resources, and capital.  To facilitate these flows, a rudimentary set of multilateral institutions evolved, and trading nations moved toward liberal democracy even as many became more unequal with respect to wealth and income.


The emergence of the first transnational economy was closely associated with the migration of labor.  Within nations, migration produced urbanization; between nations it yielded immigration.  Mass emigration from Europe was rooted in the structural changes that accompanied the creation and consolidation markets.  Once begun, flows of people were supported by an expanding infrastructure of social networks and institutions that linked individuals and groups in distant places.  During this time, international migration was characterized by great circularity.  Large outflows of emigrants  from eastern and southern Europe were counterbalanced by large return flows of migrants and remittances from the Americas and Oceania.  Returning migrants and their remittances played an important, but unappreciated,  role in the social transformation and economic growth of European  sending nations.

The Long Hiatus

The growing  prosperity and optimism that accompanied the first wave of globalization came  to a sudden end with the outbreak of WWI.  Over four years the leading powers of Europe engaged in a wanton destruction of land, labor, and capital .  When the dust settled, political stability was gone:  the regimes of most belligerent nations were overthrown and the nascent system international institutions crafted in the19th century was destroyed.  WWI opened a Pandora’s box of contradictory  forces, and it would take most of the 20th century to reconcile them: an intensification of the struggle  between labor and capital, the polarization of political ideology between communism and fascism, and a widespread retreat from liberal democracy among former trading nations.  


Indeed, the period 1918-1945 witnessed a rise in economic nationalism and the implementation of chauvinistic restrictions on trade, investment, and immigration.  Although the world economy hobbled along for a while on the strength of wealth accumulated in the New World during the First World War, by 1929 it all came crashing down.  After a decade of severe depression, the ideological contradictions unleashed in 1914 were partially resolved on the battlefield between 1939 and 1945.

The New Globalization

The end of WWII did not immediately bring about a full resumption of global trade because of the armed standoff between liberal capitalist nations and the socialist block.  In the west, however, the U.S. joined with other nations to charter a new set of international institutions intended to guarantee global security and ensure international liquidity, convertability of currencies, investment, and trade.  These institutions include NATO, the UN, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, and ultimately the World Trade Organization. 


Trade revived  first among the nations of the OECD, and then as decolonization proceeded, between the first and the third worlds.  As the reconstruction of Europe and Japan drew to a close, multilateral organizations functioned to promote economic growth in developing nations and to facilitate their entry into the global trading system.  As before, flows of capital, goods, raw materials, and information were accompanied by large-scale movements of labor, first within the OCED and then between the third and the first worlds.


Until 1990, however, international migration was not in a position to reach its full potential because of the Cold War, which cut off the third of humanity living in the socialist block from  the global market economy.  Only with the end of the Cold War was the world able to return to the stage of political and economic development it had reached in 1914.  In a very real way, the contradictory forces set in motion by WWI were not fully reconciled until the fall of  Berlin Wall.  Only then were the conditions reestablished for the full flowering of an international trade and the emergence of a truly global economy.  


As during the earlier period of globalization, we observe a shift toward liberal democracy among trading partners, rising inequality within and between nations, and the existence of functional institutions working to smooth the problems inherent to a global market (the World Bank, UN, IMF, GATT, WTO.).  As a result, markets for land, commodities, capital, goods, raw materials, and information are increasingly global in scope, yielding a rising volume of international trade; and as before rising trade is accompanied by rising immigration.  Emigration from developing nations today does not stem from poverty, but as before is rooted in structural transformations associated with their economic transformation and incorporation into the global market economy; and once again, flows of people are sustained a complex web of social networks and transnational institutions.  


The principal difference between the current period of globalization and its predecessor is that today’s core economic powers seek to impose controls and limigrations on the international movement of people.  Before 1914, few controls existed.   Even as the United States, Canada, the European Union, Australia, and Japan work to ensure the openness of global markets for goods, capital, land,  raw materials, services, commodities, and information, they are unwilling to accept the free flow of labor across international boundaries.  On the contrary, all developed nations increasingly seek to apply restrictive measures to limit international migration.  


In essence, today’s global economy is characterized by a basic contradiction.  In essence, we seek the deregulation and internationalization of all markets save one: that for labor.  Whether this contradiction can be sustained is one of the fundamental questions of the 21st century, and how it is resolved—through the termination of global trade or the opening of countries to greater immigration—will determine much about the size, composition, and structure of the world’s developed nations.  We can only hope that world leaders choose more wisely than they did in 1914.  






