
Chapter 2
Applying Insights of Theories of Migration
to the Study of Environmental Migration
Aspirations

The growing interest in environmental migration has led to a wide range of organi-
sations raising awareness on this topic. Politicians and policymakers, for instance,
are using arguments that reference environmental migration in their political dis-
courses or increasingly reflect on how to manage this seemingly emerging trend. The
rise of this topic on ‘the agenda’ of policymakers, politicians, non-governmental
organisations, and artists, to name a few, immediately calls for some scientific
support, framing, or input, which is suddenly in high demand. Also, from a scientific
perspective, how people are dealing with ongoing and increasing environmental
changes lays bare existing social, ethnic, and gender inequalities. To be specific,
when studying environmental changes and disasters, more knowledge can be
derived about a society’s social and economic structure, relationship dynamics,
and the nature of its adaptation capacity. Additionally, more knowledge can be
gained about how external communities or countries are related to the studied
society (Oliver-Smith 1999).

The study of environmental migration and displacement enhances our under-
standing of how changes in the natural environment increasingly put the living
environment of people under pressure (Dunlap and Marshall 2007; Heinrichs and
Gross 2010). These insights are extremely useful for minimising damage and
estimating the future vulnerability of people living in these societies as well as for
bolstering people’s resilience (Oliver-Smith 1999). This becomes even more crucial
as global warming renders these environmental changes even more widespread and
diverse, complexifying people’s and societies’ risk perceptions and risk management
capabilities as well as their vulnerabilities and resilience. These risks make it even
harder to estimate the ways in which ongoing environmental changes are expected to
differ in terms of time, intensity, and space.

Remarkably, when looking at existing research disciplines, studies explicitly
focusing on environmental migration and displacement recently boomed, with a
steep rise in their number over the last two decades (McLeman and Gemenne
2018a). This is not to say that no research on this or similar topics had been
conducted previously. A lot of insights could already be drawn from the fields of
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disaster anthropology (Oliver-Smith 1999), disaster sociology (Fischer 2003;
Rodriguez et al. 2007), risk sociology (Douglas 1966; Beck 1992), cultural ecology
(Steward 1972), environmental sociology (Dunlap and Marshall 2007; Heinrichs
and Gross 2010) and legal studies (e.g., El-Hinnawi 1985; Myers 1995; Havard
2007; Morel and de Moor 2012). These works provide a valuable starting point to
understanding the nature of environmental migration and the added value of study-
ing this phenomenon.

In this chapter, we argue that more attention should be given to the fact that many
environmental problems should essentially also be considered as social problems,
and that environmental migration should also be studied from a more sociological
perspective and related to migration theories. Hardly any of the research directed at
the study of environmental migration applied a sociological framework (McLeman
and Gemenne 2018a) or connected it to dominant theories of migration. While
sociologists have been reluctant to expand the discipline to include environmental
issues, the idea that environmental problems are social problems has slowly but
steadily become more and more accepted in sociology. The latter is an important
consideration for the sociological study of environmental migration, on which we
aim to build further in this book (see also Van Praag and Timmerman 2019).

By presenting existing migration theories, this chapter demonstrates the difficul-
ties confronting researchers when examining environmental migration and the
assumptions underlying many discourses on environmental migration and related
studies. Building further on this, some theoretical stepping stones are discussed in
order to disentangle the multi-layered nature of environmental migration and dis-
placement, the overlapping nature of migration motivations, and the varying nature
of environmental changes (McLeman and Gemenne 2018b; TGOFS 2011). While
there could be multiple insights regarding how environmental changes are related to
migration, and vice versa, in this book, we specifically focus on studying how
migration aspirations are developed when living in an area affected by environmen-
tal change – in this case, when living in Morocco and, in the last chapter, by those
reflecting retrospectively on their migration aspirations and trajectories after having
migrated to Belgium. Focusing on such migration aspirations also matters as these
could recur in how migrants themselves perceive and interpret their migration
trajectories in terms of environmental changes and to which extent they acknowl-
edge its role within their own migration trajectory as well as in that of their wider
social networks. We set out the conceptual framework that forms the basis of this
book’s empirical analyses, departing from existing migration theories and linking
them to research on environmental migration. Hence, this provides the main input to
solve the actual research question. We delve in-depth into the examination of
migration aspirations, then study how these could have resulted in actual migration
trajectories, regardless of the fact that these migration aspirations were not neces-
sarily inspired by, or attributable to, environmental change.

Finally, we argue that the chapters contained in this book do not provide a
comprehensive overview of all possible trends in environmental migration and
displacement, but rather show the importance of using case studies to fully under-
stand the interrelated nature of factors contributing to migration aspirations and
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trajectories within one particular context. As a result, this Moroccan-Belgian case
study enables us to gain more substantial information on people’s vulnerabilities,
situated intersectionality, and on social and other inequalities that are put under
pressure by environmental changes (Yuval-Davis 2015).

2.1 Theories on Migration Applied to Environmental
Migration

Building further on the overview given by Castles et al. (2014), in this section we
aim to outline some key migration theories that frame and give more insights into
how environmental changes drive people (to aspire) to migrate. Three main groups
of migration theories can be distinguished. A first group consists of functionalist
migration theories, which see migration as a way to create more equality within and
between countries and that serves the interests of most people. The second group of
theories includes more historical-structural theories, which place migration within a
broader context of social, political, economic, and cultural structures, seeing migra-
tion as a way to maintain and reinforce existing inequalities between and within
countries, as well as to have easy access to pools of cheap labour. A third set of
theories reacts against the previous two strands of research, including meso-level and
micro-level factors more prominently, namely: new economics of labour migration
(NELM) theory, migrant network theory, transnationalism and migration systems
theories. We briefly describe the main rationale of these theories and reflect on how
these ideas are also presented in the literature on environmental migration or could
be useful for the analyses in this book.

The most popular functionalist migration theories consist of ‘push’ and ‘pull’
theories and neoclassical and human capital theories. Migration theories often depart
from ‘push’ and ‘pull’ models in areas of origin and destination. Push factors, such
as population growth, and pull factors, such as demand for labour, tend to interplay
and cause people to (aspire to) migrate from one region to the other. These push-and-
pull theories often lie implicitly at the basis of a lot of research on environmental
migration as environmental degradation is seen as a push factor for migration.
Moreover, these imaginaries are very influential in the framing of environmental
migration, both in research and media discourses, as environmental factors are often
very literally interpreted or portrayed as ‘push factors’. This is especially the case for
sudden environmental changes, such as floods and storms, which negatively affect
people’s living environment and means of survival, or for rises in the sea level that
physically hampers or even bars people from continuing to live in their natural living
environment. This can be exemplified through the symbolic case of Small Island
States (SIS) in the Pacific Ocean whose inhabitants will be forced to move due to
rising sea levels (El-Hinnawi 1985; Farbotko and Lazrus 2012) or disasters like
Hurricane Katrina (Mark 2017).
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This distinction between push and pull factors is certainly conceptually relevant
and also underlies the IOM’s definition of environmental migration (cf. below)
(Warner 2010). Nevertheless, push-and-pull theories are merely descriptive and
may not sufficiently add to a better understanding of how such factors interact or
their roles (Hunter et al. 2015). This already brings to the fore one of the intrinsic
difficulties of studying environmental migration (cf. below), namely: interrogating
how environmental change interacts with other drivers of migration and explains
return migration. Environmentalists use these functionalist theories to emphasize the
fact that climate/environmental change will cause many people to migrate in order to
alert people on the urgency of climate change. By contrast, migration scholars do not
necessarily see this as a one-on-one relationship, and even argue that migration could
be seen as a way to respond to these changes.

Another group of functionalist migration theories, namely neoclassical and
human capital theories, understand migration as a crucial part of the development
process in which surplus labour in rural areas can serve as a potential labour force in
urban industrial economies. Applied to environmental migration, and particularly to
individuals living in gradually-changing natural environments, environmental
changes mainly impact drivers of migration by creating a surplus of labour in rural
areas, urging rural labourers to migrate to nearby cities offering more job opportu-
nities. This idea served as the basis for selecting the Moroccan case studies in this
book (i.e., Tangier, a city that attracts a lot of migrants from rural areas, and Tinghir,
a city characterised by emigration of mainly young people, first to Europe and
nowadays to larger urban areas). Another example is the study of Massey et al.
(2010) in Nepal, in which human capital is found to matter, amongst other factors, in
explaining migration outcomes in response to environmental change.

Overall, these functionalist theories depart from the idea that humans are rational
actors who make rational decisions regarding migration. As such, migration is also
seen as a process that optimizes the allocation of production factors – labour in
particular. Hence, with regard to environmental migration, this requires that all
migrants are fully informed about any environmental change in their immediate
living environment and aware of all possible adaptation strategies. The latter may be
problematic given the fact that humans are not rational actors; nonetheless, it appears
necessary to consider, study, and introduce in the study of environmental migration
(cf. Chap. 5). Additionally, it stresses the voluntary nature of migration, which is not
necessarily adequate when talking about environmental displacement
(e.g. disasters). However, at the same time, adaptation strategies should be consid-
ered together with other social, economic, political, and cultural processes that shape
migration and cause people to migrate.

Historical-structural theories encompass the critiques on the functionalist theo-
ries on migration as they depart from the idea that individuals do not have a free
choice to migrate since they are structured and constrained by larger structural
forces. For instance, the reorganisation and mechanisation of agriculture could
have led people to search for alternative ways to survive and, as a consequence,
driven them towards urban areas. For the study of environmental migration, the
interplay between environmental changes, available adaptation strategies as well as
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the broader structural context could play a role in the better understanding of the
development of migration aspirations and subsequent migration trajectories. While
most of these historical-structural theories delve deeper into structural inequalities
between countries, more attention should also be paid to inequalities in resorting to
adaptation strategies in the face of environmental changes, in accessing the resources
that are necessary to secure alternative incomes, and so on. Within this stream of
historical-structural theories, two main theories are developed: globalisation theory
and segmented labour market theory.

Globalisation theory starts from the idea that migration should be seen as an
element linking societies and making them increasingly interconnected. This glob-
alisation process mainly departs from economic processes (e.g. transformations in
agriculture) and involves technological transformations and associated political
processes. According to these theorists, nation-states play crucial roles in under-
standing migration as they remain the primary locus for the development of policies
on cross-border movements and non-migration policies (e.g. welfare state, citizen-
ship, and so on) that indirectly impact migration. An example of a study on
environmental migration that departs from this approach is the work by Marchiori
et al. (2017) examining how environmentally-induced income variability could
become a driver of human migration in 39 Sub-Saharan African countries.

The second theory in this research strand is the segmented/dual labour market
theory, which argues that increased labour market segmentation has taken place. The
primary labour market consists of workers selected by their level of human capital.
The secondary labour market consists of workers that are disadvantaged in terms of
educational level, training, but also in gender, race/ethnicity, and legal status. The
segmented labour market theory helps to gain insight into how migration keeps
occurring, despite high employment rates, and can even benefit employers. This
could also partly help to understand why everyone does not develop migration
aspirations when their immediate living environment is faced with the adverse
impacts of environmental change and how this may be shaped by gender, socio-
economic status, race/ethnicity, and so on.

In contrast to the functionalist theories on migration, historical-structural
approaches have left little space for individual decision-making and could be
interpreted as very deterministic. In particular, when talking about environmental
migration in a gradually-degrading natural environment and where a large share of
the population works in the agricultural sector, the deterministic interpretation of an
historical-structural approach can hinder the understanding of why farmers aspire to
migrate. Previously, these theories had too frequently assumed that people working
in agriculture in smaller communities are to a large extent isolated and stable, which
renders them immobile (De Haan 1999; Castles et al. 2014). Although it is important
to avoid such simplifications, it is important for the sake of this study to not only
focus on the development of migration aspirations, but also to understand why
people may not aspire to migrate and how this links to the occupations they have
or wish they had. To respond to these two main strands of theories of migration and
to incorporate the critiques on these main strands led to the development of the
following four theories: new economics of labour migration, migrant network
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theory, transnationalism and diaspora theories, and migration systems theories.
This line of research argues that migration can be seen as an adaptation strategy to
deal with the adverse impacts of environmental change (cf. the rationale behind the
MIGRADAPT project; Kniveton et al. 2008; Gemenne 2010; Gemenne and Blocher
2017; Adger et al. 2018; Adoho and Wodon 2014; Hunter et al. 2015). The concern
of migration scholars, according to whom studies on environmental migration
should consider the agency of households and how environmental change impacts
the livelihoods of people and living communities, could be addressed by looking at
incorporating insights from these ‘new’ strands of research. We now discuss the
impact of each one of these theories on the field of study of environmental migration.

First, the new economics of labour migration (Stark and Bloom 1985; Stark 2005;
Taylor 1999) perceives migration as a way to mitigate the risks faced by households
and find resources that can be used for future investment in the household’s
economic activities. This could be very relevant when facing uncertainties related
to environmental change and perceived future hazards related to environmental
changes. Hence, the perceived risks in one’s natural living environment are a
precondition to understanding people’s actions and migratory decisions
(cf. Chaps. 5 and 6). For example, Hunter et al. (2015) argue that migration is
often a household strategy to diversify risks that interacts with household composi-
tion, individual characteristics, social networks, and historical, political, and eco-
nomic contexts. It is in this light that migration is seen as one of many long-term
adaptation strategies for coping with environmental change. Consequently, many
scholars working on climate change risk aversion and adaptation strategies have
applied this approach and studied migration as one way amongst others to adapt to
climate change – for instance, (temporary) migration as an adaptation strategy for
farming households in Ghana (Antwi-Agyei et al. 2014) and Senegal (Mertz et al.
2009).

Second, migrant network theory further examines how networks between
migrants and their families/households back home are established and maintained,
thus facilitating further migration. This theory posits that factors such as colonisa-
tion, labour recruitment, shared culture, or geographical proximity initiate migration
flows. However, once these social networks between migrants have reached a
significant critical number, new migration flows are developed, leading to ‘chain
migration’ or ‘network migration’ (Massey et al. 1993). Hence, when applied to
environmental migration, it is important to distinguish initial factors, such as envi-
ronmental change that may have started migration flows and determined popular
destination areas; however, other factors may have led to the continuation of these
migration flows. Or the other way around could work as well: although initially
people may have migrated for other reasons, others could follow when facing
disruptive environmental changes in their immediate environment.

Third, transnational and diaspora theories have argued that globalisation has led
to the development of global networks and the increased ability to maintain networks
across the globe, regardless of the distance (Basch et al. 1994; Cohen 1997; Glick-
Schiller 1999; Levitt and Glick-Schiller 2004). In these theories, identity formation
based on the migrant’s experience and membership in transnational or diaspora
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communities is central. However, applied to the field of environmental migration
studies, it is considered that these communities can facilitate the development of
adaptation strategies when dealing with environmental change, especially when
grouping remittances together and setting up non-governmental organisations that
reinforce the ties with ‘home’ (cf. Chaps. 6 and 7; Warner 2010; Miller et al. 2006).

Finally, migration systems theory posits that migration is related to other flows of
material goods, ideas, and money (Mabogunje 1970; Levitt 1998). It is in this line of
research that the development of ‘cultures of migration’ (Timmerman et al. 2014b),
which is very much applicable to the Moroccan context (De Haas and El Ghanjou
2000; De Haas 2007), should be situated. Cultures of migration refer to existing
feedback mechanisms between international migration patterns which eventually
impact the development of migration aspirations in the region of origin (Timmerman
et al. 2014b) (cf. Chap. 7). Another study that departs implicitly from this theory is
the work of Nguyen and Wodon (2014) examining the impacts of weather shocks
and households’ abilities to recover in Morocco. In the case of environmental
migration, this could relate to the sharing of ideas concerning environmental/climate
change and adaptation strategies (cf. Chap. 5) and resources to develop and imple-
ment such adaptation strategies (cf. Chap. 6). Moreover, as these flows can change
lives irreversibly, they can therefore impact the need or aspiration to migrate.
Overall, this last set of theories gives more attention to the agency of migrants and
can help understand how people develop and frame their migration aspirations
within the Moroccan context.

2.2 The Study of Environmental Migration

Drawing from the Foresight report (TGOFS 2011), Castles et al. (2014) generate a
number of key points that must be kept in mind when studying environmental
migration. First, migration will continue, with or without environmental changes,
as it is driven by social, economic, political, and cultural factors. Second, the impact
of environmental change could both increase and decrease migration across the
world. Third, when trying to limit migration due to environmental change, it is
important to bear in mind that this could lead to ‘impoverishment, displacement and
irregular migration’. Finally, regardless of whether one could disentangle the com-
bined effects of all drivers of migration – i.e. social, political, economic, environ-
mental, demographic – the impact of environmental change on migration is
undeniable (Castles et al. 2014: 211). However, when connecting this strand of
research with previous insights in theories of migration, the following key finding
emanating from migration studies must be kept in mind:

‘the volume and complexity of migration often increases with development. This is because
improved access to education and information, social capital and financial resources
increases people’s aspirations and capabilities to migrate, while improved transport and
communication also facilitate movement’ (Castles et al. 2014: 25).

2.2 The Study of Environmental Migration 23

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-61390-7_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-61390-7_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-61390-7_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-61390-7_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-61390-7_6


Hence, when environmental changes impacts the poorest or most vulnerable
groups in society, it is important to study how this affects their migration aspirations
as well as their actual migration trajectories. As the research on this topic is relatively
recent, in academic terms, many studies have first focused on mapping out existing
migration patterns and trajectories related to environmental changes. These studies
already indicated that the type of migration trajectories that environmental change
usually brings about have a specific pattern. Given that the impact of environmental
changes is the strongest for the most vulnerable individuals and groups in society,
this can also affect their migration trajectories. As a result, many people are more
likely to travel smaller distances, travel to the nearest urban centres for better work
facilities or existing (family) networks, or to travel a greater distance in different
stages (McLeman et al. 2016). During such ‘fragmented journeys’ (Collyer 2010)
people tend to adapt to their new living conditions and gradually develop new
migration aspirations, frames of reference, and migration motives. This makes it
more difficult to ascertain what the original migration reason was, as well as the
region of origin. Furthermore, a large proportion of cross-border ‘environmental
migrants’ are previously internal migrants (McLeman and Gemenne 2018a). This
migration trend is likely to continue in the future, given the vulnerable position that
many potential climate migrants occupy in their society.

Additionally, as mentioned earlier, we should also take into account that some
particularly vulnerable groups are not able to migrate since this requires a certain
amount of resources (Zickgraf 2018). Finally, there are many differences in the
duration of their residence period (temporary or permanent) outside of their place of
origin (McLeman and Gemenne 2018a). Again, social differences arising across
migration trajectories and dynamics reflect and reinforce existing inequalities in
society (McLeman et al. 2016). Since environmental migrants are more likely to
follow short migration paths and since we must also acknowledge the existence of
large groups of immobile populations affected by environmental change, transna-
tional migration as well as the categorization of migrant groups are also impacted.
While there is a lot of internal or regional migration, transnational migration is only
possible when combined with other migration reasons or migration schemes. For
example, as demonstrated in Chap. 3, since the first migrations to Belgium after the
second world war, the regions of origin of many Moroccan migrants have often
faced water scarcity and diminishing economic opportunities. Due to the organiza-
tion of large-scale labour migration to Belgium and other European countries, many
people were able to migrate, to better support their livelihood and that of their
families (see, for example, De Haas and El Ghanjou 2000). Similarly, some
researchers argue that the arrival of Syrian war refugees is the result of a combination
of political unrest and a persistent drought, resulting in famine and war (Kelley et al.
2015; Piguet et al. 2011).

Overall, it can be concluded that the different characteristics of environmental
migration, namely the nature of the migration trajectories (temporary, short distance,
internal migration), the affected (immobile and vulnerable) groups and the interplay
between different migration drivers, render migration phenomena more complex
(Gemenne 2010). This is in line with previous findings in migration studies that have
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long shown that, in order to understand drivers of migration, the distinction between
internal and international migration, as well as between ‘forced’ and ‘voluntary’
migrants is conceptually not always relevant. Rather – and this is crucial for the
understanding of environmental migration as well – it is important to recognise that
the drivers of migration are manifold, interconnected, and fall within a ‘continuum’.
Nevertheless, less is known on which combined set of factors actually causes people
to migrate and in particular the role played by natural environmental changes herein,
and how this influences the development of migration aspirations. Instead, many
scholars and policymakers acknowledge that environmental changes put other
migration reasons under pressure (TGOFS 2011; IPCC 2014), acting as a ‘threat
multiplier’, yet often fail to study these in-depth or consider how this is intertwined
with social, ethnic, and gender inequalities in a specific region. This is especially
important in areas such as Morocco where gradual environmental degradation is
occurring, as the impacts of environmental changes are often intertwined with other
socio-economic factors causing these environmental changes (e.g. human activity)
and are often spread over time. Consequently, the underlying or interfering reasons
for migration are hard to distinguish during one’s lifetime and in most cases are
entangled with other migration reasons. Furthermore, previous theories of migration
and studies on environmental migration often do not consider or sufficiently explain
return migration. This is however crucial as there are patterns of return migration that
occur after a sudden disaster in a specific area, for instance Hurricane Katrina
(McLeman et al. 2016).

2.3 The Focus on Migration Aspirations Due
to Environmental Change

In this book, we argue that it is important to set out exactly why the study of
migration aspirations is so crucial for a better understanding of environmental
migration. There are multiple reasons for focusing on migration aspirations and
which build further on theories of migration (cf. previous section, Castles et al.
2014). First, focusing on migration aspirations, instead of migration trajectories,
enables us to better study the gradual development of migration decision-making
processes, to appraise the role that environmental changes play herein, as well as to
understand the (structural) hindrances people experience to actually materialize their
aspirations or even start envisioning migration.

Second, when questioning people’s migration aspirations, we also receive more
insights into the role attributed to environmental changes within this decision-
making process as well as the extent to which people perceive and categorize
themselves as ‘environmental’ migrants. This is in line with a third point, which
could be the study of the overall discourses, opportunities, and structures in which
migration aspirations are (not) perceived to be linked to environmental changes. For
example, previous law cases have demonstrated the (lack of) migration discourses of
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people living on islands in the Pacific Ocean, often portrayed as ‘the first climate
change refugees’. This may contrast with people living in other regions, in which the
linkages between environmental changes and migration is far less mediatized,
politicised, and prevalent in popular discourses (cf. McNamara and Gibson 2009;
Farbotko and Lazrus 2012; Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2018). A fourth reason for which
the study of migration aspirations could be useful is the fact that explicit attention
could be given to populations that are either ‘trapped’ (i.e. people who wish to
migrate but are unable to do so) or ‘immobile’ (i.e. people who do not aspire to
migrate, despite clear environmental degradation in their immediate living
environment).

The study of migration aspirations broadens the environmental migration
research domain by considering the reasoning behind the development of migration
aspirations and the extent to which people are able to put such aspirations into
practice. By linking these migration aspirations to the study of how people retro-
spectively evaluate and perceive their own migration trajectories, the prevailing
discourses on environmental migration could be nuanced and studied from a
multilevel approach (See the Belgian case study in Chap. 8). In particular, when
discussing environmental migration it is often assumed that there is a straightforward
and linear relationship between environmental changes and migration – a relation-
ship of which people’s full awareness is clearly expected. However, both awareness
of environmental changes and risks (cf. Beck 1992) and consciousness about one’s
migration aspirations and factors impacting these decision-making processes
(Carling and Schewel 2018) are far from being a given. More sociological insights
into these matters could be of added value since this would enable us to study how
people perceive and respond to their changing living environment, and how people
and their households adapt their aspirations to the perceived ability to deal with
changes to their environment (Dunlap and Marshall 2007; Heinrichs and Gross
2010; Hunter et al. 2015). Furthermore, more attention should be given to contextual
features, as they determine the structures in which people’s actions should be
considered. The inclusion of the wider context, both at the macro and meso levels
and how it impacts micro-level factors, is deemed necessary. This can indeed help us
to understand the development of migration aspirations, the final outcomes of the
migration-related decision-making processes, and to include the available alternative
adaptation strategies people use to deal with environmental changes.

As the research literature on migration aspirations is already abundant, we should
note that the development of migration aspirations in the context of environmental
change or in this study domain is largely non-existent or hardly made explicit. This is
for instance the case for the very influential aspirations/ability model of Carling
(2002a, b, 2014; Carling and Schewel 2018) in which a distinction is made between
migration aspirations and the abilities to migrate. This is particularly interesting in
the context of this book, as both mobility and immobility can be placed in the same
model and thus not studied separately (cf. McLeman et al. 2016). Therefore, with
regard to environmental migration and displacement, the aspirations/ability model
could be especially useful as the distinction between aspirations and abilities facil-
itates the inclusion of immobile groups – at least conceptually – in research on
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environmental migration and displacement (cf. Carling and Schewel 2018). This
could also include people who are (internally) displaced due to environmental
changes. Consequently, this helps to understand actual migration trajectories and
specific environmental migration patterns, including return migration, migration
trajectories, and group-based actions and decisions (cf. McLeman and Gemenne
2018b; Bose and Lunstrum 2014). Thus, Carling’s aspirations/ability model can
already provide a tool for the understanding of the not-always-so-straightforward
relationship between environmental migration aspirations and trajectories.

Given the very generic nature of this model, more concrete elements are neces-
sary to understand how migration aspirations are shaped. In doing so, more
multilevel contextual factors need to be considered. In doing so, we start from the
idea that (the nature of) the environmental changes within a particular socio-
economic and political context impacts the decision-making of potential migrants
(cf. Piguet 2010; TGOFS 2011). As also later suggested by Carling (2014; Carling
and Schewel 2018), the importance of the household level and of collective and
social networks in the contextualization of migration aspirations cannot be
underestimated. These factors can be found at the micro-level (cf. earlier), the
meso-level (including people’s surrounding networks and cultures) as well as at
the macro-level, for instance, referring to media and policy discourses (Timmerman
et al. 2010, 2014a, b, 2018; Van Mol et al. 2018). In this book, we argue that neither
migration aspirations, nor the actual realisation/hindrance thereof, are developed in a
social vacuum. Hence, one can distinguish between factors situated at three levels –
macro, meso, and micro – and which matter for the further development of migration
aspirations. Building further on Carling’s aspirations/ability model (2002a; Carling
and Schewel 2018), this interplay of factors situated at distinct levels of analysis can
be decisive for the perceived need and wish to change environment or location of
residence (and thus aspirations), as well as having the resources, networks, and legal
framework enabling one to do so (which refers to the ability to migrate or to employ
alternative adaptation strategies). This interplay is important in that it could help
provide more insight into the nature of the migration journeys that people are willing
or forced to undertake (temporary, fragmented, local or transnational or both). We
now turn to briefly discussing each level of analysis.

At themacro level, two main components should be distinguished: a ‘natural’ and
a ‘social’. When looking at the natural environment, a broad categorisation of the
types of environmental changes (abrupt vs gradual; type of effects) helps to under-
stand the consequences one must deal with within one’s living environment and the
ability to stay (Piguet 2010; TGOFS 2011). However, this distinction is not impla-
cable since abrupt changes may also occur in places that are gradually degrading, for
instance. Regarding the social environment, the combined social, political, and
economic context should be considered to capture a local community’s capacity to
deal with the effects of environmental changes. Despite the importance of structural
and changing factors in the context in which people are living, this has been hardly
considered in previous research that mainly focused on extreme, urgent, and pressing
short-term matters (e.g., Bose and Lunstrum 2014). Given the complex nature of
these interrelated factors, it is sometimes hard to come up with a broad,
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all-encompassing theory that would apply to all regions. Therefore, in the case
studies of non-migrant populations in Morocco and Moroccan migrants in Belgium,
we will not focus solely on these factors, but also appraise the ways in which they
impact micro- and meso-level factors.

The incorporation of the larger context in analyses is crucial in this case as it adds
to a better understanding of how less extreme environmental drivers of migration,
such as increasing drought, affect society as a whole and impact the existing living
conditions and income resources, such as livestock and agricultural activities, of
people living in a particular region. Following Gemenne and Blocher (2016), this
can help understand how migration can be seen as one of the possible adaptation
strategies people employ to deal with environmental changes, and see how all these
adaptation strategies relate to each other or are used differently according to one’s
individual and household characteristics (TGOFS 2011). In other words, including a
combined set of macro-level factors into one’s research design is important as it
further shapes the contexts that affect meso- and micro-level factors.

At the meso level, both prevailing local cultures and (shared) perceptions on
strategies to deal with environmental changes and the perceptions of such changes
(Ransan-Cooper 2016; Wodon and Liverani 2014; Dunlap and Marshall 2007;
Heinrichs and Gross 2010), as well as the local social networks and migration
networks (cf. the EUMAGINE model: Timmerman et al. 2010, 2014a, b; Van Mol
et al. 2018), play a large role in the development of migration aspirations and in how
decision-making processes are shaped and linked to environmental change. First, the
study of the perceived and prevailing environmental change discourses is important.
Discourses and perceptions on the nature and the causes of these environmental
changes are not automatically linked to environmental change (Bates 2002; TGOFS
2011) and are interpreted in multiple ways, depending on the prevalent cultural,
religious, or scientific discourses (e.g., Hope and Jones 2014; Sachdeva 2016;
Zietlow et al. 2016). These discourses matter even more in areas – such as many
Moroccan regions – where the pace of the environmental/climate changes is rather
slow, leading to a gradually-degrading natural living environment in which patterns
of weather outcomes over time and changes in intensity are not clearly noticeable for
everyone (Wodon et al. 2014; Kniveton et al. 2008). Furthermore, the interplay of
macro-level factors may render even less noticeable the impact of environmental
changes on people’s immediate living environment and situation (Wodon et al.
2014).

Second, apart from these discourses on environmental change, the available
resources and local and transnational (migrant) networks are also decisive in shaping
both aspirations and abilities to migrate. These meso-level factors refer to the
availability of transnational networks, traffickers, cultures of migration, the
community’s capacity to deal with effects of environmental change, and remittances
(see Carling 2002a; TGOFS 2011; Warner et al. 2012; Timmerman et al. 2014a, b;
Simon 2018). Moreover, these local and transnational networks give rise to social
imaginaries and expectancies of remittances and investment strategies that could
turn individual aspirations into collective ones (Carling and Hoelscher 2013). These
networks are important to consider when seeking to understand how environmental
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changes have differentiated impacts on people living in the same affected area
(TGOFS 2011; Warner et al. 2012).

At the micro level, people’s vulnerabilities, adaptation strategies, and decision-
making to deal with environmental changes depend on the wider range of opportu-
nities they can access in their living environment, often situated at the macro and
meso levels (cf. supra). This affects both their migration aspirations and abilities,
which are often unequally spread across the population (Creighton 2013; Bose and
Lunstrum 2014). There seems to be a vicious circle in this regard. Environmental
changes can make living conditions more fragile, which in turn increases the risk of
living in poverty and leads to the immobility of the groups most vulnerable to the
effects of environmental change (Bates 2002; TGOFS 2011; Zickgraf 2018; Ayeb-
Karlsson et al. 2018). The most privileged groups in society may have sufficient
resources to cope with problems related to environmental change and be able to
migrate. This contrasts with the situation of the most vulnerable groups, in terms of
economic, political, and social resources who are most likely to aspire to migrate.
Hence, all possible adaptation strategies that can be mobilized in order to deal with
such environmental changes, as well as factors that increase people’s resilience,
should be considered, together with the ways these changes lead to the development
of migration aspirations and their realisation (Piguet 2010). Unequal aspirations and
abilities to migrate across groups living in the same area provides the starting point
for understanding the trajectories of migrants and the destination areas.

In this book, a multilevel approach is applied to assess how migration aspirations
(or lack thereof) are shaped, reshaped, and realised in the light of the abilities people
have, while considering the foreseen and unforeseen, abrupt and gradual environ-
mental changes, social and migrant networks, and prevailing climate change and
migration discourses/cultures in Tangier and Tinghir, and including insights from
Moroccan migrants living in Belgium.

2.4 Conclusions

This chapter sought to demonstrate how existing imaginaries of environmental
migration, that also characterize the first studies in this field, fail to consider insights
of prevailing theories of migration. Environmentalists, policymakers, and
politicians – past and present – have strived to increase awareness of the impacts
of environmental changes on people’s lives in order to spur immediate action and
mitigate climate change. By doing this, they have placed simplistic models at the
fore, depicting environmental change, and especially degradation, as a push factor
for migration, thus predicting millions of people on the move in the future.
Portraying environmental change in apocalyptic terms and using images of ‘climate
refugees’ in campaigns aimed at reducing climate change has put aside a long
tradition of research in migration. Incorporating elements from existing theories of
migration into the field of environmental migration and considering environmental
changes as one of the many drivers of migration, this book will use some key points
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from existing theories of migration as a conceptual framework to study the devel-
opment of migration aspirations when facing the detrimental effects of environmen-
tal change in one’s natural living environment.

Firstly, migration aspirations should be understood within the context of eco-
nomic, social, cultural, and political structures. Building further on neoclassical and
human capital theories, two main sites of research in Morocco – Tinghir and
Tangier – are included, in addition to migrants originating from distinct regions in
Morocco currently living in Belgium in order to understand how surplus labour and
changing needs in the labour market (including industries in urban environments,
agricultural developments in rural areas as well as labour market policies abroad in
countries) interact with environmental change. Additionally, this should be under-
stood in the context of increased interconnectedness between societies and global
transformations, as noted by globalization theorists. Furthermore, as pointed out by
the segmented labour market theory, immobile groups, especially those with specific
occupations like those working in agriculture, need to be taken into account as well
(cf. Carling’s aspirations/ability model).

While these insights and focus areas of previously developed theories of migra-
tion frame the main research design and rationale of this book, theories that focus
more on micro- and meso-level factors will also be considered in the analyses
presented. Combining insights from new economics of labour migration, migrant
network theory, transnationalism and diaspora theories, and migration systems
theories, individuals are considered as agents who make migration decisions and
develop aspirations in light of their existing opportunities, knowledge, and networks,
the risks they perceive with regards to environmental change, and individual factors
such as age, gender, and occupation. This way, we wish to better understand how the
complexities introduced by environmental change impact both migration aspirations
and trajectories thus contributing to the creation, persistence, or widening of ethnic,
gender, and social inequalities (McLeman et al. 2016; Gioli and Milan 2018). This
book therefore highlights how aspirations, abilities, and trajectories relate to each
other within the framework of environmental change.
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