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3.1 � Introduction

Circular migration is nothing new as it has long been rooted in internal migration 
and cross-border migration flows. What is new is the current emphasis on managed 
circular migration as a triple win bringing benefits to all three parties involved—
migrant workers, destination countries and origin countries. Several comprehensive 
up-to-date reviews are available on broader issues of circular migration and its rel-
evance particularly in the European context (McLoughlin and Münz 2011; EMN 
2011; Wickramasekara 2011). In line with the theme of this volume, the objective 
of this chapter is to survey the theoretical discussions of temporary and circular 
migration in Asia.

First, the chapter reviews definitional issues and evidence on temporary and cir-
cular migration in Asia briefly. The next section reviews some past studies in so far 
as they try to explain the theoretical basis of such movements. In the final sections, 
the weaknesses and strengths of existing literature will be identified together with 
areas for further research.

3.2 � Definitions and Notes on Methodology

3.2.1 � Definitions and Evidence of Circular Migration

There are varying definitions of circular migration in the literature ranging from 
promotional definitions to generic ones (Wickramasekara 2011). The author main-
tains that a generic definition offers the best approach for understanding circular 
migration. “Simply defined, circular migration refers to temporary movements of a 
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repetitive character, either formally or informally across borders, usually for work, 
involving the same migrants” (Wickramasekara 2011, p. 1). By definition, all circu-
lar migration is temporary. It is different from permanent migration for settlement 
and return migration involving one-trip migration and return.

To the extent that migration is defined in terms of permanency of move, the 
coverage omits “a great variety of movements, usually short term, repetitive or 
cyclical in character, but all having in common the lack of any declared intention of 
a permanent or longstanding change of residence” (Zelinsky 1971, pp. 225–226).

It is also necessary to distinguish between different types of circular migration:

•	 Spontaneous (voluntary) circular migration and managed circular migration;
•	 Circular migration of persons from developing countries and circular movement 

of persons from the diaspora to their home countries.

In discussing theoretical issues, spontaneous or voluntary circular migration of-
fers more scope than managed ones. In the Asian context, there are no formal or 
managed circular migration programs except the seasonal worker programs of New 
Zealand (Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme) and Australia with the Pacific 
Islands. The Korean Employment Permit System (EPS) is not technically a circular 
migration scheme, but the introduction of the ‘Faithful Foreign Worker Program,’ 
whereby some workers can apply for a new permit subject to spending at least 3 
months in their origin countries, makes it a managed circular migration (Castles and 
Ozkul 2013). The long-standing Gulf migration system is primarily a temporary mi-
gration program, which has elements of circularity to the extent that some workers 
may repeatedly go back for work there (Wickramasekara 2011).

On the one hand, all circular migration is in essence temporary migration be-
cause migrants have to eventually return to the home country in the absence of any 
right to permanency in the country of destination. On the other hand, all temporary 
migration forms do not lead to circular migration—most may involve a single mi-
gration cycle while some programs may lead to permanent settlement in destination 
countries like what transpired under previous guest worker programs in Europe. In 
this sense, circular migration is a subset of temporary migration.

3.2.2 � Data and Measurement Issues and Evidence on Circular 
Migration

Given the inherent difficulties in measuring normal migration flows, it should be 
naturally more difficult to estimate circular migration. In national and international 
data systems on international migration, the term circular migration hardly appears. 
For instance, there is no single reference to either circular migration or circular 
migrant workers in the ILO manual on migration statistics (Bilsborrow et al. 1997) 
or the UN Recommendations on International Migration Statistics (United Nations 
1998).
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Hugo’s field work in Indonesian villages (Hugo 1982) highlighted that census 
and other statistical data collections bypass these movements. Lucas also confirms:

Yet circular migration is normally difficult to quantify, given the nature of census data; 
recording a person’s current location and place of birth reveals no migration, despite any 
intervening, circular movement. As a result, only specialized surveys really permit system-
atic analysis of circular migration. (Lucas 2003, p. 15)

Chapman and Prothero also argued as follows:
To comprehend its complex nature more fully, circulation must be investigated and ana-
lyzed at several scales: the micro (individual, family), the meso (community, settlement 
system, region) and the macro (country, continent, world). Consequently, the measurements 
and techniques to be employed are of critical importance and the data must be both longitu-
dinal and cross-sectional. Far greater attention must be focused upon social, economic and 
political structures which bound and influence reciprocal flows and these must be examined 
from a range of assumptions. (Chapman and Prothero 1983–1984, p. 622)

The ILO manual and UN Recommendations recognize the categories of ‘seasonal 
workers’ and ‘temporary migrant workers.’ At the national level, one hardly finds 
any information on circular migration patterns involving overseas migration. Circu-
lar migrants are difficult to measure because they may not go through the registra-
tion systems in subsequent moves given their familiarity with the migration system. 
The lack of formal exit control measures in many countries also is another reason 
for missing information on such movements. Even recent surveys have omitted this 
category. For example, various reports of the periodic Kerala migration surveys 
which involve about 15,000 households in the State of Kerala have not made any 
reference to circular migration.

When migrants are part of a specific circular migration program based on an 
agreement between two countries, there is better scope for generation of movement 
data. This is true of the Employment Permit Scheme of the Republic of Korea.

The Philippine Overseas Employment Administration (POEA) provides separate 
information on a category of ‘rehires’ which could reflect repeat movements. The 
Philippines regulations distinguish between two categories of migrant workers re-
turning to the same employer (“Balik-manggagawa”):

a) Worker-on-Leave—a worker who is on vacation or on leave from employment under a 
valid and existing employment contract and who is returning to the same employer, regard-
less of any change in jobsite, to finish the remaining unexpired portion of the contract.
b) Rehire—a worker who was rehired by the same employer after finishing his/her contract 
and who is returning to the same employer, regardless of a change in jobsite. (Department 
of Justice 2012, p. 3)

The first category is not strictly a form of circular migration because the movement 
is part of the initial migration episode. “Rehires,” as defined in the Philippines con-
text, refers to a specific type of circular migration. The term ‘rehires’ underestimates 
the true extent of circular migration because it includes only those going back to the 
same employer. A circular migrant can join another employer in the same country 
or move to a different country for employment after the first migration experience 
because the basic criterion of circularity is that the same migrant is involved in 
repeated migrations, irrespective of the destination country. The share of rehires in 
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total land-based outmigration in the Philippines has been in the range of 60–65 % 
of total migrant workers between 2008 to 2011 (POEA 2012). This could mean that 
total circular migration would be more than two-thirds of the total.

A study in Jordan found that only 10 % were first time migrants, while 46 % were 
there for the second time and the balance, 44 % more than twice. An ILO survey 
in the UAE and Kuwait however, revealed that only a quarter of those who moved 
were repeat migrants, but the sample was purposive and not representative of the 
general situation (Wickramasekara 2011).

A migrant re-integration survey carried out in Sri Lanka reported that only 40 % 
of migrant workers sampled had gone for foreign employment for a second time. 
Close to 20 % were third time migrants, and less than 10 % were fourth time mi-
grants (SPARC 2013).

Contrary to popular view that permanent migration represents a one-way flow, 
Hugo has pointed out that permanent skilled migration movement from Asia to 
Australia is a two-way flow based on analysis of migration flows between 1993 and 
2008 (Table 3.1).

In this sense, permanent migration streams also involve circular mobility ele-
ments.

3.2.3 � Framework of the Study

A theory of circular migration has to address the following tasks:

a.	 conceptualize the difference between circular migration and other forms of 
mobility, specially temporary migration;

b.	 explain the factors that lead to the initiation of circular/temporary migration or 
circular mobility;

c.	 highlight the reasons for continuation or perpetuation of circular migration;
d.	 predict the impact and consequences of circular migration on parties involved: 

migrants themselves, host and origin societies.

This chapter recognizes the close links and parallels between internal and interna-
tional migration (Standing 1984a; Skeldon 2006). As Skeldon remarked: “Inter-
nal and international migrations are integrated and it is necessary to consider them 
as a unified system rather than in isolation” (Skeldon 2006, p. 15). As shown in 
Sect. 3.3, early theories of circular migration in Asia were primarily based on analy-
sis of internal migration.

Asia-born moving to Australia 560,111
Asia-born moving from Australia to Asia 97,552
Australia-born moving from Australia to Asia 72,773
Net migration 389,786

Table 3.1   Australia: 
permanent migration in and 
out, 1993–1994 to 2007–
2008. (Source: Hugo 2009b, 
p. 22)
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3.3 � Theoretical Research on Circular Migration in Asia

According to Massey et al. (1998b): “much of the literature on international migra-
tion is predominantly descriptive and theoretical, providing little opportunity for 
hypothesis testing or theoretical generalization” (p. 170). They cite several reasons 
for relative absence of theoretical studies on circular migration and mobility in the 
Asia-Pacific context (Massey et al. 1998c): relative recency of immigration in most 
countries, poor quality of data on international migration and high incidence of 
irregular and informal movements. While immigration in Asia may have been rela-
tively new in the 1990s when they conducted the study, it is no longer the case.

Most work on Asian temporary migration across borders have been empirical 
since the large-scale movements that took place from the Gulf boom of the early 
1970s. Concerns with feminization of migration and trafficking and smuggling of 
migrants became major preoccupations of international agencies which funded part 
of this research.

In the Asian context, rampant problems of abuse and exploitation of migrant 
workers, both in the Gulf and within Asian countries, have absorbed a lot of atten-
tion from researchers (Wickramasekara 2002, 2005). Asis et al. (2009) have shown 
that research funding by many agencies in Asia “seems to focus, almost exclusively, 
on particular issues such as trafficking, to the exclusion of other concerns” (Asis 
et al. 2009, p. 82).

More recently the issue of migration and development also has featured high on 
the research agendas (Asis et al. 2009). As Asis et al. (2009) point out: “In general, 
migration research has been preoccupied with capturing bits and pieces of the phe-
nomenon as it unfolds, a task that has limited most research to descriptive analyses” 
(p. 98).

3.3.1 � Early Theories of Circular Migration Processes Involving 
Internal Migration

Since the 1960s, there has been rich literature on circular migration and mobil-
ity concerned with internal population movements (Bedford 1973a, b; Hugo 1975, 
1982, 1984; Goldstein 1978; Standing 1984b).

�Bedford’s Pioneering Analysis of the Transition in Circular Mobility, New 
Hebrides (Bedford 1973a, b)

Bedford carried out a survey on the movements of people of New Hebrides from 
1800 to 1970, in arriving at his views on circular mobility. In his view, circulation 
was more common than migration in traditional tribal and peasant societies (Bed-
ford 1973a, b). He distinguished between oscillation, which involves routine move-
ments of less than 1 month, and circulation. He explains the rationale of circular 
migration as follows:



56 P. Wickramasekara

Plural societies and dual economies exist in various forms in most colonial or formerly 
colonial countries, offering a contrast in ways of life that can be particularly stark. A com-
promise often adopted by members of the indigenous population is circular migration. 
Wishing to retain the security of their traditional institutions, generally associated with 
residence in rural communities, while obtaining some of the benefits of involvement in 
non-indigenous economic activities, they circulate between village or hamlet and the cen-
tres of wage employment-plantations, mining settlements, towns. (Bedford 1973b, p. 189)

It is also important to note that the mobility of New Hebrides people went beyond 
national borders to other islands as well as to Queensland, Australia. The main mo-
tivation was the demand for non-indigenous material goods. Later migration to cash 
cropping areas and movement to towns within the New Hebrides became common. 
Bedford adds:

This brief survey of the evidence of over 150 years does not reveal a transition leading 
yet to permanent redistribution: it does however, reveal a transitional sequence within a 
particular class of movement behaviour-circulation. Throughout the post-contact period, 
a basic and traditional pattern of inter-island mobility has persisted in which permanent 
change in place of residence is exceptional. (Bedford 1973b, p. 207)

This is because for most islanders, the rural communities remain as their permanent 
homes, “as bases from which to participate in a variety of economic activities: sub-
sistence gardening, cash cropping, local business ventures and wage employment” 
(Bedford 1973b, p. 226).

�Hugo’s Analysis of Circular Migration in Indonesia and West Java

Hugo’s analysis of Indonesia is the most comprehensive assessment of circulation 
undertaken in Southeast Asia. “The work of Graeme Hugo (1975) on population 
mobility in West Java constitutes a milestone in research on the topic, both be-
cause of its innovative character for the region and because of the many insights it 
provides on the role of circulation and commuting in total population movement” 
(Goldstein 1978, p. 39).

Hugo has summarized these arguments in two research articles (Hugo 1982, 
1984).

Circular migrants usually maintain some village based employment, and the frequency, 
with which they migrate is determined by the distance involved and the costs of traversing 
it, their earnings at the destination, and the availability of work in the home village. (Hugo 
1982, p. 61)

What is interesting are the discussions of what explains circular or non-permanent 
migration. Hugo considers three theories: (a) sociocultural explanations; (b) eco-
nomic explanations; and, (c) uneven development or uneven impact of capitalism.

The first view argues that circular migration has become institutionalized within 
certain ethnic groups in Java, but Hugo saw that there were a number of complex 
sets of interacting forces, among which economic considerations are also important. 
As regards economic explanations, he advances the hypothesis of maximizing fam-
ily income and utility from consumption.
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[M]ost of the non-permanent migrant households could not earn sufficient incomes in either 
the city or the village to support themselves and their dependents. Thus, circular migration 
or commuting provides a means for families to maximize their incomes by encouraging 
some members of the household to work in the village at times of peak labor demand and 
to seek work in the city or elsewhere at slower times while other members of the household 
remain to cope with limited village-based labor demands. …. Thus, by earning in the city 
but spending in the village, the migrant maximizes the utility gained from consumption. 
(Hugo 1982, p. 70)

The other plausible reason is risk aversion or minimization since a “circulation 
strategy keeps the mover’s options in the village completely open so that the risk 
of not being able to earn subsistence is reduced by spreading it between village and 
city income opportunities” (Hugo 1982, p. 70). Village-based support systems can 
be mobilized in times of economic or emotional need, and lack of resources does 
not allow them to take the risks involved in permanent migration to the city.

The third explanation argues that mobility resulting from the uneven impact 
of capitalism generates substantial inequalities across sectors, classes, and space. 
Hugo cites Frobes who stated that this type of circular migration delays the forma-
tion of a proletariat, preventing the emergence of “two social groups: an urban-
based non-landowning proletariat and a small farming class.” Instead the outcome 
is an “undifferentiated group involving themselves in both the capitalist and peasant 
modes of production.”

Hugo (1982) argues that all three explanations are complementary. The first two 
economic explanations represent a micro-level situation whereas the third theory—
uneven development—implies that macro-structural forces in society are important 
to explain the migration phenomenon.

Hugo also analyzed the impact and consequences of the moves which have a 
close parallel in current research on migration and development. For instance, he 
highlighted the role of remittances—again a major benefit of the triple win argu-
ment currently being advanced (Wickramasekara 2011). The study found that 60 % 
of the income of commuter households were derived from remittances, while remit-
tances from circular migrants amounted to almost half of their households’ total 
income.

Hugo also posed the question on whether the observed high level of non-perma-
nent mobility was simply a transitional phase followed by permanent relocation of 
many migrants to urban areas. While he rightly pointed out the need for integrating 
the known causes of this circular mobility into a coherent theoretical framework, 
the study did not attempt to do it.

�Circular Migration in Southeast Asia: Some Theoretical Explanations  
(Fan and Stretton 1984)

The above study also deals with the issue of rural-urban labor migration. It offers 
two models to provide theoretical explanations of circular migration.

First, it is the decision of the family to maximize income as well as utility from 
consumption referring to spatial allocation of family resources. Second, is the hy-
potheses of income maximization-cum-risk aversion options for the family The 
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study advanced the hypothesis that “a risk-averse decision-maker prefers circular 
migration to permanent migration even if the latter promises higher expected in-
come” (Fan and Stretton 1984, p. 339).

Hugo (1982) had also used these two models to explain circular migration from 
villages of Indonesia as shown above. As he highlighted, the models are comple-
mentary rather than competitive.

The analysis draws upon village studies reviewed by Goldstein (1978) and urban 
occupation studies done by different researchers in Southeast Asia. It is based on 
migrants in the urban informal sector in Bangkok, Jakarta and Manila who have 
adopted a circular migration pattern. The strong network of contacts is an integral 
part of the circular migration process because it is through these contacts that a 
potential migrant can secure a job in the urban sector. It was observed that circular 
migrants from the same rural area and same job tended to live together in the city, 
which ensured social support and lower living costs. Thus, the family would distrib-
ute its labor resources between the village and the urban center to maximize family 
earnings, usually by sending the main income earner to the city while the rest of the 
family remains in the village. Fan and Stretton (1984) argue that a sufficient set of 
conditions must be present for a circular migration pattern to emerge. Among the 
conditions are: “the rate of return in the urban sector is relatively higher than in the 
village (at least for a large part of the year) and either living costs are higher in the 
city than the village … or the family has a rural-biased consumption preference, or 
a combination of both” (Fan and Stretton 1984, p. 346).

The second model of risk aversion indeed complements the income-utility maxi-
mization model by showing that if one aims at maximizing income and is risk-
averse, then circular migration would be preferable than other options.

Risk aversion provides an additional reason for keeping a home base in the village. If plans 
fail to materialize, the family can always fall back on its existing mode of livelihood. By 
keeping his contacts, the circular migrant goes to the city only when work is available, thus 
eliminating to a great extent the uncertainties of job-hunting.

Fan and Stretton (1984) therefore, conclude that circular migration is a rational 
choice of risk-averters, and that remittances and the repetition of the circular pat-
tern act as important mechanisms to strengthen the linkages between the rural and 
urban sectors.

3.3.2 � Asian Migration Systems

The Asian labor migration system is largely a temporary labor migration system 
which has seen several waves of migration. The initial trigger was the Gulf oil boom 
of the early 1970s which enabled the Gulf countries to embark on ambitious mod-
ernization programs calling for massive labor inflows, particularly from Asia. The 
rapid development of Malaysia and Thailand also led to large inflows of labor from 
neighboring countries, initially on irregular basis. Apart from Hong Kong SAR, 
other East Asian countries had no formal labor admission schemes for low- skilled 
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workers despite the demonstrated demand (Wickramasekara 2002). The Taiwan 
Province of China in the early 1990s and the Republic of Korea more than a decade 
later (in 2004) liberalized the admission of low-skilled workers while Japan has still 
not relaxed its policy of denial. At the same time, Asian skilled workers, particularly 
from China and India, have migrated to major European countries, and to Australia 
and New Zealand within the region, mostly on a permanent basis. More recently, 
New Zealand, followed by Australia on a smaller scale, launched schemes for the 
admission of workers from Pacific countries on a seasonal basis for work mainly in 
agriculture. The Recognised Employer Scheme of New Zealand is a good example. 
Current types of migration flows include the following. 

a.	 Migration to the Middle East and the Gulf region: mainly from South Asia 
although the Philippines and Indonesia also account for part of the flows to these 
destinations.

b.	 Intra-Asian flows: mostly to Malaysia, Hong Kong SAR and the Republic of 
Korea, Singapore, Thailand and Taiwan (China). These flows are dominated by 
migrants from Southeast Asia (Indonesia, Philippines, and Thailand) and China 
and Mongolia to some extent. There is a substantial volume of irregular cross 
border migration flows. South Asian countries also send workers to Malaysia 
and Singapore and to the Republic of Korea under its Employment Permit Sys-
tem (EPS). Within South Asia, there are cross border flows from Afghanistan to 
Pakistan, Bangladesh to India and Pakistan (largely undocumented) and from 
Nepal to India (within a free movement regime).

c.	 Documented flows to developed country destinations within Asia and outside 
Asia, mostly of skilled persons. Australia and New Zealand are the major des-
tinations in the Asia and Pacific region, while destinations outside Asia include 
Canada, the United States, the UK, and other European countries. The flows 
consist of both permanent settlers and temporary workers, and the youth may 
account for a substantial share.

d.	 Irregular flows to developed Asian destinations, Australia and New Zealand and 
to Western countries from South Asia, Southeast Asia, and East Asia (China and 
Mongolia).

e.	 Seasonal workers from the Pacific island countries and other Asian countries 
brought to New Zealand under the Recognised Seasonal Employer Scheme 
(RSE) are bound by strict regulations on duration of stay. This is the closest to 
circular migration as defined above.

f.	 Working Holiday Maker scheme: a few Asian countries (Japan, Republic of 
Korea, Malaysia, and Thailand) are entitled to send workers to Australia under 
this program but not the bulk of poorer Asian countries. This is a temporary 
scheme which does not formally provide for repeat migration.

Most of these flows are not circular migration per se, but there are elements of cir-
cularity in the temporary migration schemes. For instance, the Gulf migration forms 
part of circular migration when the same people undertake repeat migration. In a 
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broader and loose sense, the system can be described as circular migration because 
previous groups of temporary migrants are being replaced by subsequent waves of 
temporary migrants and only some may be new migrants. In other words, there is 
migrant circulation though it may not involve the same migrants. But in this Chap-
ter, I shall use the narrow definition of circular migration, i.e., repeat movements 
by the same workers.

The only attempt at an extended discussion of the theory underlying Asian mi-
gration is the monograph by Massey et al. (1998c). The monograph discussed Asian 
migration in terms of two systems: the Gulf migration system (Massey et al. 1998a) 
and the Asia-Pacific system (Massey et al. 1998b). These are discussed in the next 
section.

The Gulf Migration System

Migration of workers to the Gulf countries was a major development that sustained 
temporary labor migration regimes following the virtual termination of European 
guest worker programs. The oil bonanza of the early 1970s enabled Gulf countries 
to modernize their economies resulting in large demands mainly for low-skilled 
workers. Over time, most of the expatriate work force have been drawn from 
Southeast and South Asia. It is a classic temporary labor migration system based 
on fixed-term contracts valid mostly from 1 to 3 years. It is also a strictly rotational 
system with some circular migration occurring when migrant workers re-migrate 
with new contracts. Competition has driven down wages, and working conditions 
are proverbially poor. Intermediaries play a major role at both ends which further 
erodes the benefits of labor migration for workers and source countries. Abuse and 
exploitation of migrant workers and denial of their basic human and labor rights are 
very common, with private sector employers acting with virtual impunity (Wickra-
masekara 2005; Verité 2005). Standing’s (1984a) characterization of international 
circular migrants applies equally well to the Gulf situation:

Being vulnerable as aliens and ignorant of their rights as citizens, if they have had any, they 
have represented a highly exploitable labor supply, workers who could be used to depress 
wages (through a resignation to accept lower wages and through exerting pressure on aver-
age wage rates); they have facilitated an increase in the detailed and social division of labor 
and helped perpetuate and accentuate a stratified labor force in very much the same ways as 
with internal labor circulation. (Standing 1984a, p. 34)

While this temporary labor migration system with elements of circularity has con-
tinued for about four decades, it cannot by any means serve as a model to be repli-
cated in liberal democratic societies.

There have been few attempts to discuss the Gulf system in terms of circular 
migration. There is hardly any information on the extent of circular migration in the 
Gulf system except, to some extent, for the Philippines.

The neoclassical argument of persons migrating for higher wages still applies 
given existing wage differentials between origin and destination countries. Yet, the 
difference has been narrowing over the years, especially for low-skilled workers. 
There is also wage discrimination by nationality (Wickramasekara 2011).
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Massey et  al. (1998a) maintain that two theoretical models are more relevant 
than other theories in understanding levels and trends in Gulf migration: segmented 
labor market theory and social capital theory.

As regards segmented labor market theory, Gulf migration has been demand 
driven from the beginning. There is clear segmentation of the labor market between 
a highly pampered public sector, mostly reserved for native workers, co-existing 
with another sector consisting of small and medium enterprises largely reliant on 
cheap immigrant labor. Unlike in Piore’s (1979) theory, this segmentation is not be-
cause of rapid industrial transformation in Gulf countries, but because of the vast in-
frastructure and other investments made possible by the oil bonanza. The immigrant 
sector makes up a large share of the economy, with migrant workers accounting for 
60–90 % of the total workforce in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) States. Over 
the years, there has been the Asianization of the workforce “whose migrants can be 
more effectively exploited through policies of deliberate discrimination” (Massey 
et al. 1998a, p. 159) unlike Arab workers.

Massey et al. (1998a) also emphasize the role of social capital—institutions and 
networks—in explaining the perpetuation of Gulf migration even in the presence 
of “rather draconian labor market and immigration policies” (p. 159). Undoubtedly 
the Gulf region presents a quite difficult environment with no pathways to perma-
nent settlement and lack of family unification provisions for the low skilled who 
comprise the bulk of the migrants. Settled communities of migrants had emerged 
initially, especially among migrants from the Arab countries. The Gulf War and its 
aftermath served as a convenient trigger to engage in mass deportation of estab-
lished communities of Jordanians, Palestinians, and Yemenis except Egyptians with 
the marked shift to Asian workers. There has been growing social networks over 
time among Indian and Pakistani workers in the Gulf region who can provide use-
ful information and contacts for their friends and relatives to migrate to the region.

At the same time, a major recruitment industry has been built up in both origin 
and destination countries which promote and perpetuate migration. These consist of 
large networks of recruitment agencies especially in origin counties, subagents, the 
sponsors of migrants or kafalas in destination countries, government bureaucracies, 
travel agents and other service companies, and former migrants themselves acting 
as agents. They have a vested interest in promoting continuous migration given the 
large rentier incomes involved.

Massey et al. (1998a) did not find any evidence, however, that the forces out-
lined by the world systems theory were relevant to the initiation or perpetuation of 
international migration to the oil-rich nations of the Gulf (Table 3.2).

�Asia and Pacific System

Massey et al. (1998b) reviewed the Asia and Pacific system, treating it as a separate 
migration system from the Gulf one. Their analysis probably reflects the mid-1990s 
situation when the intra-Asian system had not matured fully, and Thailand had not 
become a major destination.
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They conclude that the neoclassical economics proposition that migration flows 
are driven by wage differentials between origin and destination countries is sup-
ported by empirical evidence.

Whereas neoclassical economics predicts a one-time move to a region of higher wages, the 
new economics posits successive periods of temporary foreign labor to achieve specific 
goals such as risk minimization or capital accumulation. Circularity, of course, reinforces 
social obligations embedded in Asian kinship structures and ensures continued family con-
trol over migrant behaviour, and more significantly, over migrant income. (Massey et al. 
1998b, p. 177)

Segmented labor market theory advanced by Piore (1979) may apply better to some 
Asian destinations, such as Taiwan (China), the Republic of Korea, Hong Kong 
SAR and Singapore, since these countries had achieved structural transformation 
of the economies. According to Massey et al. (1998b) the segmentation mostly oc-
curred along the lines predicted by Piore (1979) “with a bifurcation of employment 
into primary and secondary sectors” (Massey et al. 1998b, p. 182). The jobs which 
do not appeal to native workers are mostly in agriculture, construction, domestic 
service and small and medium enterprises.

Massey et al. (1998b) also favor social capital theory in that migrant networks 
explain ‘perpetuation of international migration.’ According to them, “the existence 
of a stock of migrants in a potential destination is the most important predictor 
of whether a particular community will send migrants to that area in the future” 
(Massey et al. 1998b, p. 186). However, they noted the absence of studies to for-
mally support this hypothesis either for migration to the Gulf or within Asia.

3.4 � More Recent Research: Illustrative Cases

There has been a large gap in the literature on circular migration between the 1980s 
and the late 2000s when the renewed interest in circular migration came up in the 
context of migration and development. The Global Commission on International 
Migration highlighted the potential of circular migration which was later picked up 
by the European Commission, Global Forum on International Migration and Devel-
opment, and the International Organization for Migration, among others.

This section reviews a few studies dealing with the theoretical aspects of circular 
migration in the context of some Asian countries.

3.4.1 � Circular Migration Patterns to Japan

In the case of Japan, two types of circular migration can be observed. One is the 
admission of entertainers who get 3- to 6-month visas. The other group consists 
of migrants of Japanese descent described as Nikkei. There are only a few studies 
which attempt to explain the rationale of these pattern of mobility.
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�Transnationalism Among Japanese Brazilian Migrants

The revised Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Law in 1990 provided 
for immigrants of Japanese descent to migrate for employment in Japan with re-
newable working visas and a basis to conduct ‘any activities’ in Japan. The greatest 
number came from Brazil. They have been incorporated into the labor market in 
Japan as low-skilled but documented foreign workers. One distinguishing charac-
teristic of this migration is the prevalence of back and forth movements, particularly 
between Brazil and Japan (Takenoshita 2007). Table 3.3 shows that two-thirds of 
those sampled had moved more than once to Japan, and almost one-quarter had 
moved three times.

The objective of Takanoshita’s study was to establish whether back-and-forth 
movement between the origin and destination countries can enhance socioeconomic 
positions of Nikkei migrants. The findings did not support the hypothesis of transna-
tionalism that circular migration helped Brazilian migrants in Japan to upgrade their 
socioeconomic status and to adapt well into Japanese society. These migrants could 
not engage in transnational practices to improve their situation given the adverse 
impacts of the labor market structures and lack of support for integration in the host 
country. This finding is similar to that of the study of entertainers below.

The author explains this outcome in terms of the dual labor market hypothesis 
or segmented labor market theory as advanced by Piore (1979). Brazilian migrants 
were mostly employed in the secondary labor markets and informal activities char-
acterized by poor wages and working conditions and lack of employment security.

A recent analysis by Sasaki (2013) confirms the fragility of the labor market 
status of Brazilian migrants who are treated as flexible and disposable workers in 
the aftermath of the crisis.

The economic crisis in late 2008, however, resulted in a drastic change in the existing 
pattern of migration. In response to massive joblessness in the Japanese manufacturing 
industry, hundreds of thousands of Brazilians repatriated to Brazil, leading to a widespread 
breakdown of the transnational system of migration. (Sasaki 2013, p. 1)

Their vulnerability arose from their high concentration in the manufacturing indus-
try in Japan and their dependence on the temporary work agencies which meant 

No. of moves No. of movers Percent of total sample 
( N = 439)

One 150   34.2
Two 110   25.1
Three 104   23.7
Four   42   9.6
Five   23   5.2
Six   6   1.4
Seven   4   0.9
Total movers 439 100.0

Table 3.3   Number of 
back-and-forth movements 
between Brazil and Japan. 
(Source: Compiled from 
Takenoshita 2007)
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they could not compete with native workers in the job market. The lack of any 
integration support on the part of Japanese authorities contributed to the outcome.

These studies of Nikkei workers support the segmented labor market hypothesis.

�Japan and Entertainers

The study of Filipino entertainers by Parreñas (2010) takes up the issue that their 
experience of settlement does not always fit the dominant perspective of transna-
tional migration. She argues that circular migrants hold ‘feelings of greater affinity 
for the home society.’ Her field study highlighted limited integration in the host 
society, with few prospects for settlement as they are generally segregated in time 
and space. The short period of migration means that Filipina entertainers have to 
plan for their departure immediately on arrival. The study questions the assumption 
in the literature that circular migrants will eventually become permanent residents. 
She calls for ‘the formulation of new theoretical frameworks that better capture the 
qualitatively distinct experiences of circular migrants’ (Parreñas 2010, p. 301).

As Parreñas (2010) observes: “In this highly competitive industry, it is rare for 
entertainers to complete more than two or three labor contracts before they perma-
nently retire in the Philippines, because not only does the supply of entertainers far 
exceed the demand, but the greater preference for younger women also reduces the 
likelihood of return migration. In this industry, youth is more valuable than experi-
ence” (p. 321).

She distinguishes between circular migration from ‘transnational migration’ 
which she believes to be based on the experiences of permanent migrants. Yet, 
transnational migration could simply mean cross-border migration irrespective of 
the duration of stay. While transnational communities coincide to a large extent 
with the settled diaspora communities, ‘transnational’ would not necessarily mean 
long-term migrants. In her view, “Short-term migrants tend to be target earners. In 
the case of Filipina entertainers, they ‘earn money in Japan and spend it in the Phil-
ippines.’ They hold feelings of greater loyalty for the Philippines” (Parreñas 2010, 
p. 303). It would be difficult to establish the last point based on the evidence of the 
study. Being on short visas and the exclusionary measures and ‘the barriers that 
impede their feelings of membership in the host society’ (p. 306) as stressed by the 
author, they of course, have no option but to return to the Philippines.

She rightly recognizes the combination of factors that determine the likelihood 
of long-term (transnational) and circular migration: migrant agency, state policies 
(whether liberal or authoritarian), geographical proximity, skill profile (whether 
high skilled or low skilled) of the migrant, and flexible visa regimes which allow 
the migrant to return freely to the host country. Low skilled migrants are more likely 
to be circular and temporary migrants as the Asian and Gulf experience has shown 
who are subject to various exclusionary practices: “Poor wages, ineligibility for 
family reunification, restricted durations of migration, and limited political rights” 
(p. 307).
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Her conclusion that “ … accounting for short-term migration requires a paradig-
matic shift from our models of settlement based on long-term migration” (Parreñas 
2010, p.  320) is hardly new. She suggests that a “more suitable analytic frame-
work for documenting the settlement of temporary migrants would be to look not 
at the extent of their integration but instead at their segregation in the host society” 
(p. 307) on which considerable work has been done in the context of Gulf migration.

3.4.2 � Circular Mobility in China

China’s internal migration presents a classic example of circular migration where 
millions migrate to the cities every year and return to their homes before undertak-
ing repeat migration. This type of circulation has now been going on for almost 
three decades. The rapid growth of coastal cities and the demand for low skilled 
workers, and widening rural- urban income disparities led to the large movements 
involving more than 125 million workers. Most migrants maintain close links with 
home areas, which act as a safety net, especially because migrants retain access to 
land and housing in their places of origin.

It is important to note that China, in common with socialist economies, has im-
posed many restrictions on rural to urban migration, including the household reg-
istration or hukou system of China which guarantees access to urban entitlements. 
While these have been relaxed in varying degrees in recent years, many barriers still 
remain. Moreover, rural movers also face serious rights violations especially in the 
workplace, and experience discrimination in cities although they are citizens of the 
same country.

The literature survey (of material in English) did not highlight much theoreti-
cal explanations of this phenomenon unlike in the case of Indonesia. Fan (2011) 
argues that circular migration and split households have become long-term prac-
tices among rural Chinese, although conventional assumption has been that these 
are temporary phenomena. Based on a survey of migrants conducted in 2008, her 
research showed that the majority of rural migrants had no intention to settle down 
in cities.

Fan (2011) almost echoes the findings of Hugo’s for Indonesia.
By straddling the city and the countryside, migrants can earn urban wages as long as they 
have jobs, support the rest of the family at a rural and lower cost of living, and return to 
the home village or rural town if migrant jobs dwindle. In this light, circulation, rather 
than permanent migration, allows the migrants to obtain the best of both worlds. To them, 
therefore, settling down in the city is not inevitable and may not be the best choice. (Fan 
2011, pp. 13–14)

According to the study, the main factors which promote repeat migration are the 
state migration control system, lack of access to the household registration system, 
which denies many benefits including health benefits for the family, and schooling 
for children, and access to family support in the home areas.



673  Circular Migration in Asia: Approaches and Practices

Hu et al. (2011) find that more educated and more experienced migrants tend to 
be permanent urban residents, while those with more children and land at home are 
likely to be circular migrants. Although rural people have been allowed to move 
freely between cities and their homes, most of them are still denied permanent ur-
ban residency rights and associated social benefits defined by the hukou system.

Our results show that compared with their circular counterparts, permanent migrants tend 
to stay within the home provinces and are more likely to have stable jobs and earn high 
incomes and thus are more adapted to urban lives. We also find that more educated and 
more experienced migrants tend to be permanent urban residents, while the relationship of 
age and the probability of permanent migration is inverse U-shaped. Due to the restrictions 
of the current hukou system and the lack of rural land rental market, those people with more 
children and more land at home are more likely to migrate circularly rather than perma-
nently. (Hu et al. 2011, p. 64)

Access to hukou of large cities is still tightly controlled, with less than 20 % of 
those with formal urban hukou having got them at the prefecture-level or provincial 
capital cities. Rural migrants cannot bring their children to cities and afford them 
education due to hukou restrictions. The lack of a rural land rental market also has a 
negative impact on migrants’ decision to stay in cities permanently.

3.4.3 � Afghanistan: Transnational Ties and Circular Migration 
Patterns

Contrary to popular impressions of movements motivated by seeking asylum and 
refugee status, there is increasing evidence that the bulk of recent movements of 
Afghan persons are for temporary, seasonal, and circular migration. Research also 
highlights that circular migration, in the sense of repetitive migrations of a short or 
temporary nature, are common. Most of this earlier research did not use the term 
“circular migration,” but instead used terms such as “back and forth movements” or 
“transnational mobility,” which seem to capture the essence of the process (Mon-
sutti 2006). There is general consensus that migration and the formation of transna-
tional networks are key livelihood strategies for the people of Afghanistan.

Monsutti (2006, 2008) highlights the complexity of motivations behind migra-
tion and argues that it is too simple to describe it as an outflow of refugees. In his 
view, neither the definition of "refugee" in official international texts nor the various 
typologies of migration offer an adequate analytical framework to understand the 
migratory strategies of the Afghan population. While most movements took place 
due to the direct effect of war, their movements have occurred within the context of 
a longstanding tradition of migration and the pre-existence of transnational connec-
tions. Monsutti explains as follows:

Afghans have continued to make constant journeys back and forth as part of what is a 
dynamic process that leads to complex social adjustments. It is a cultural model, not a 
simple act of flight followed by integration or assimilation in the host country, or return 
to the country of origin. In fact, repatriation in the Afghan context does not imply the 
end of migratory movements, especially in more recent years. The probability of further 
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departures, at least of some household members, is high due to the use of migration as 
a strategy to secure livelihoods. Factors which induce asylum-seeking are not necessar-
ily the same as those which perpetuate migration and discourage return to Afghanistan. 
Migrants have woven networks of contacts that make it easier to move between different 
countries. Addressing the original causes of flight does not constitute a guarantee to bring 
current migratory movements to an end, as the factors sustaining transnational movements 
of Afghans have come to form more or less stable systems. (Monsutti 2006, p. 1)

This forms the basis of circular migration movements in Afghanistan whether as 
voluntary returnees or as deportees because repatriation in the Afghan context does 
not imply the end of migratory movements, especially in more recent years. The 
returnees are mostly from Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran, where there 
is increasing pressure by the authorities to send Afghan migrant workers back. As 
Monsutti (2006) rightly pointed out “The probability of further departures, at least 
of some household members, is high due to the use of migration as a strategy to 
secure livelihoods” (p. 1). Yet, the fact remains that most of these movements are 
informal and irregular in nature, although those migrating may not consider them 
as such.

3.4.4 � Thai Repeat Migrants and Remittances

The study by Lee et al. (2011) is not about the initiation or perpetuation of circular 
migration. The question posed was “whether repeat migrants are different from first 
time migrants in terms of their remittances behaviour” (Lee et al. 2011, p. 144). 
Stark (1978) suggested that an individual remittance is initially low, but increases 
with time as migrants adjust to their new environment, settle in their new destina-
tions and are relieved of the initial costs associated with moving. However, he also 
stated that individual remittances will decline as altruism wanes over time. This is 
because migrants’ commitment and attachment to their families and home areas 
may weaken over time. It may apply to those permanently migrating

The authors hypothesized that repeat migrants are also less likely to remit to their 
home country, compared with the first-time migrants. They have based their analy-
sis on a survey of Thai workers abroad, conducted by the Asian Research Centre 
for Migration (ARCM). Of the 379 workers in the selected sample, 64 % were first-
time migrants, 27 % were second-time migrants and only nine percent had migrated 
three times or more. Some 22 % also had stated that they would migrate again.

The authors conclude: “Repeat migrants are less likely to send remittances, but 
are more likely to save, compared with first-time migrants. This finding suggests 
that first-time migrant workers remit most of their earned income to Thailand, while 
those who repeat migration prefer to keep their money and are less likely to remit it” 
(Hu et al. 2011, p. 149). They explain this behavior in terms of initial debts incurred 
in the process of migration which have to be paid off immediately. The results also 
support the ‘remittance decay hypothesis’ of New Economics of Labor Migration 
(NELM).
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3.5 � Skilled Migration, Brain Circulation and Diaspora 
Circulation

Issues of brain drain have been a concern since the 1960s with the high outflow of 
skilled workers from developing countries to developed destinations. It was mostly 
seen as a one-way flow leading to permanent settlement in countries of destination. 
Later, this view has given way to more optimistic approaches, such as brain circula-
tion and brain gain, recognizing the role of return migration, remittances, transna-
tional practices, and diaspora knowledge networks and skills transfers, among oth-
ers (Biao 2005; Wickramasekara 2003). Yet, there has been a lag in development of 
theoretical perspectives on skilled migration. For instance, Iredale has pointed out.

In the current situation, highly skilled migration represents an increasingly large compo-
nent of global migration streams. The current state of theory in relation to highly skilled 
migration is far from adequate in terms of explaining what is occurring at the high skill end 
of the migration spectrum. (Iredale 2001, p. 7)

Biao (2005) also remarked: “The transnational approach was more a result of the 
recognition by government and international agencies of the new economic and 
technology reality than led by theories” (p. 2).

There is considerable interest in the role of the diaspora and its circulation main-
ly due to the recent emphasis on the migration and development nexus. In view of 
the overriding importance of China and India in benefitting from diaspora linkages, 
Asia has emerged as an important locus for deliberations on the migration–devel-
opment nexus with a number of actors playing a key role. Asis et al. (2009, p. 92)
conclude that “there is, on the whole, a theoretical lag between migration and devel-
opment literatures globally, including in Asia”. 

3.5.1 � Global Dynamics and Migration of Highly Skilled Asian 
Workers

In an analysis in the early nineties, Ong et al. (1992) attempted to explain the migra-
tion of the highly educated Asians in terms of global dynamics. They distinguished 
between unskilled labor, skilled manual labor and the highly educated. They argue 
that unlike unskilled and skilled manual workers, highly educated workers are high-
ly dependent on advanced economies to practice their trade. Unskilled labor is not 
tied to any particular nation because technology is embedded in the machinery that 
workers use. Skilled manual labor operates with a technology that is already fully 
dispersed to the developing countries, eliminating any special linkage to advanced 
countries. Usually the nature of on-the-job training bestows upon these workers 
the benefits of being in a sheltered segment of the labor market, thus providing an 
incentive to remain.

Globalization and global inequality generate the economic incentives for the 
highly educated to migrate for better living standards abroad. They argue that the 
migration of highly-educated Asians have some unique features compared to gen-
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eral migratory movements for three reasons: first, most of the training received is 
in industrial nations; second, unequal development on a global scale contributes to 
mobility; and, third, the reverse flow of returning students or visiting scholars to 
developing countries benefits home countries. Ong et al. add:

While the global articulation of higher education and the formation of an international class 
of labor are preconditions in the movement of the highly educated, it is global inequality 
that generates the economic incentives for individuals to leave a less developed country for 
a developed country. Differences in the standard of living between developed and develop-
ing countries are in some ultimate sense the underlying cause of migration, when it is not 
motivated by flight from repression or political disorder. (Ong et al. 1992, p. 556)

They identify a major difference between earlier labor migration and the post-1965 
migration of professionals in terms of circulation and return of professionals. Un-
like earlier departures, many of them return to their native countries for a period of 
time and engage in knowledge transfer before again returning to their host coun-
tries. The authors also highlight the circulation of the highly skilled between origin 
and host countries although on a small scale playing a crucial role in the transfer of 
technology.

Their argument that highly educated labor from Asia is only fully empowered 
for production in advanced economies is no longer true because a number of Asian 
countries have also transformed into advanced economies.

3.5.2 � Migration of Knowledge Workers

One of the first analysis of the transnational approach and positive aspects of skilled 
migration in Asia (with focus on India) was conducted by Khadria (1999). He re-
viewed the issue from the broader notion of human capital and the impact of the 
growth of a diaspora. Based on the analysis regarding knowledge workers from 
India to the USA over three decades, he concludes that the first generation effects 
of remittances and skills and technology transfer through returns have been lim-
ited. He therefore, focuses on the ‘second-generation effects’ of brain drain which 
have the potential for broad-based impacts through contributions of the diaspora to 
education and the health sector and increase the productiveness of the people—the 
human resource base in India. His pioneering analysis provided a framework which 
has been used widely in discussing diaspora contributions, particularly in the case 
of India.

An interesting feature is his argument that physical return is not important since 
skilled persons can make these contributions while abroad. The policy implication 
is that governments and international agencies should not focus so much on return 
home since the conditions that led to their initial emigration have not changed. 
Therefore, attention should be on measures to maximize the benefits which could 
flow to origin countries from engaging positively with knowledge worker emigra-
tion. This will come from ‘second generation’ effects flowing from the assets gener-
ated by knowledge workers who stay abroad and who have gained the maximum 
possible returns from their involvement in a foreign labor market.



713  Circular Migration in Asia: Approaches and Practices

While Khadria’s analytical framework about transnational linkages and mecha-
nisms has not been well-developed, the idea of circulation of skills and the contribu-
tions while abroad have influenced further analysis on the issue.

3.5.3 � Iredale’s Analysis of Migration of Professionals

Iredale (2001) reviewed theories and typologies of migration of professionals cit-
ing examples from Asia. According to her, increasing globalization of firms and 
internationalization of education are major forces which have promoted the mi-
gration of professionals. Although the paper did not deal specifically with circular 
mobility, she noted an increasing tendency for temporary mobility of professionals 
creating a category of ‘skilled transients.’ While existing theory is inadequate in 
explaining high skilled migration, she highlights that it is important to focus on 
transnationalization or internationalization of professional labor markets in fields 
such as information technology and nursing.

She categorizes skilled migration in terms of six typologies according to motiva-
tion, nature of source and destination, channel or mechanism, length of stay (perma-
nent, circulatory/temporary, mode of incorporation in host country labor markets, 
and national/international profession or the nature of the profession). She argues 
that the last factor is very important in explaining skilled migration flows.

While Iredale (2001) has drawn attention to the tendency of governments to ad-
mit skilled workers on temporary schemes on the grounds that labor shortages are 
immediate and short-term in nature. But her analysis does not deal with mobility 
patterns of such workers as circular migrants or otherwise.

3.5.4 � Circulation of Transnational Entrepreneurs

Saxenian’s (2000) research has emphasized the importance of circulation of highly 
skilled entrepreneurs, particularly from Asian countries.

The emergence of parallel Silicon valleys in cities, such as Bangalore, Bombay, 
Beijing, Shanghai, and Taipei, has been primarily facilitated by expatriate scientists 
in the US Silicon Valley.

As the “brain drain” increasingly gives way to a process of “brain circulation,” networks 
of scientists and engineers are transferring technology, skill, and know-how between dis-
tant regional economies faster and more flexibly than most corporations. (Saxenian 2002, 
p. 183)

Instead of draining their native economies of human skills and resources, these 
“circulating” immigrants have brought back valuable experience and knowhow to 
local economies. It is different from brain exchange in that the same skilled persons 
are commuting back and forth between source and destination countries. A survey 
of Silicon Valley emigrant professionals found that 80–90 % of Chinese and Indians 
having business relations in their home countries travel more than five times a year 
to their countries (Saxenian 2000).
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Saxenian (2011) described transnational entrepreneurs as the ‘new Argonauts’.
This globalisation of entrepreneurial networks reflects dramatic changes in global labor 
markets. Falling transport and communication costs allow high-skilled workers to work 
in several countries at once, while digital technologies make it possible to exchange vast 
amounts of information across long distances cheaply and instantly. International migra-
tion, traditionally a one-way process, has become a reversible choice, particularly for those 
with scarce technical skills, while people can now collaborate in real time, even on complex 
tasks, with counterparts far away. (Saxenian 2011, p. 2)

Saxenian’s analysis has contributed to better conceptualization of circular mobility 
of high tech entrepreneurs between the USA and Asia.

3.5.5 � Australian Permanent Migration and Circular Movements

Hugo has analyzed circular mobility patterns in Asian high skilled migration to 
Australia based on migration flows over more than a decade. In his view, “Circular-
ity, reciprocity and complexity are structured features of Asian migration to Aus-
tralia, not a peripheral or ephemeral feature” (Hugo 2009b, p. 30). In an analysis of 
migration flows between Australia and China and India, “the migration relationship 
is best depicted as a complex migration system involving flows in directions and 
circularity, reciprocity, and remigration.”

Hugo developed a conceptual scheme to identify the main components of the 
migration system, and showed that many migrants transited between the different 
elements in the system. The inference is that the traditional conceptualization of the 
migration relationship between India and China, on the one hand, and high income 
countries, on the other hand, as being ‘South-North’ in nature was hardly appropri-
ate. He discussed the implications of reconceptualizing mobility in this manner for 
understanding the migration process and for the development of migration policy in 
China, India and Australia (Hugo 2008). He defines circular migration in the con-
text of Australian movements as follows: “This involves long-term but temporary 
migration of Asians to Australia and Australians to Asia. The main groups are stu-
dents and long-term temporary business migrants. These are people who will spend 
more than a year at the destination but always with the intention to return. They take 
out temporary residency at the destination” (Hugo 2008, p. 269).

He highlights “a new type of ‘hyperconnectivity’ between migrants and their 
home communities” made possible by declining costs in telecommunication, travel 
and financial transfers.

It has been demonstrated here that mobility and frequent movement between origin and 
destination is an important part of the hyperconnectivity established by Indians and Chinese 
migration to Australia. Permanent and return migration are only the tip of the iceberg of a 
much larger amount of mobility. (Hugo 2008, p. 286)

According to Hugo, Australian Government thinking in migration policy is “still 
largely based on the centrality of permanent migration,” with poor understanding of 
the complexity of population movements with Asia and the Pacific.
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3.6 � Summary and Conclusions

Several issues have emerged from this brief survey of available theoretical literature 
of circular migration in Asia.

There is limited focus on theoretical approaches partly due to policy driven re-
search and funding structures favoring empirical work. As Castles (2003) pointed 
out: “Because social scientists often allowed their research agendas to be driven by 
policy needs and funding, they often asked the wrong questions, relied on short-
term empirical approaches without looking at historical and comparative dimen-
sions, and failed to develop adequate theoretical frameworks. They gave narrow, 
short-term answers to policy-makers, which led to misinformed policies” (p. 26).

Initially, there was considerable research on analysis of internal population 
movements mostly covering rural to urban migration as a manifestation of circular 
mobility for Indonesia and the Pacific, among others. The phenomenon was stud-
ied mostly by geographers based on field research (Bedford 1973a, b; Hugo 1982, 
1984; Goldstein 1978). The Chinese internal migration has been studied, but less 
from a theoretical perspective (Biao 2005).

While policymakers regarded rural-urban migration in negative terms as lead-
ing to slums and overburdening urban infrastructure, most circular migration dis-
cussions highlighted the benefits to households from this strategy. For instance, 
Hugo (2009a) has identified the crucial role of remittances.The early literature did 
not discuss links to international migration. Bedford (1973a, b) however, looked at 
movement of Hebrideans to other islands and also Queensland and back. Standing 
(1984a) also discussed links with international migration.

Most of the research has been in origin countries of Asia except perhaps, for Aus-
tralia. The literature on intra-Asian migration and Gulf migration has been mostly 
empirical or highlighting working conditions, trafficking in persons and rights 
issues, especially relating to female domestic workers. Apart from Massey et  al. 
(1998c), there has been no serious effort at discussing the theoretical issues relating 
to temporary migration across borders in Asia.

Only a few studies have drawn a conceptual distinction between circular migra-
tion and temporary migration. The case of Brazilian migration to Japan and that 
of Filipino entertainers to Japan exhibit clear patterns of circulation. The studies, 
especially relating to Brazilian migrants, support theories of social capital and seg-
mented labor market theories which were claimed to be the best explanations of 
Gulf and intra-Asian migration as well.

The literature on the circulation of the diaspora and transnational networks has 
not advanced beyond empirical analysis of patterns and empirical documentation 
of trends.

Security of migration status in destination countries seems to play a major role in 
promoting circular migration since migrants enjoy the right of return.

In moving forward on theoretical analysis of circular migration, the following 
issues need to be addressed:
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•	 What is the rationale for repeat migrations, especially across borders? What 
theoretical approaches can explain the behavior of circular migrants? How does 
success or failure in previous migrations affect the probability of further migra-
tory movements?

•	 What theoretical frameworks can explain the difference, if any, between low 
skilled and skilled workers in regard to circular migration?

•	 What are the gender implications of circular migration—are women more likely 
to be circular migrants?

•	 What are the interfaces between internal and international circular migration?
•	 What implications does circular migration have on the rights of those who move?
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