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Abstract 

Migration has been referred to as the greatest global challenge of the 21st century. Yet, despite the 

transnational nature of contemporary international migration, the perspectives of northern migrant-

receiving countries have overwhelmingly driven political and academic debates on migration. Little 

is known about how policymakers and governments of sending countries perceive migration and the 

challenges and opportunities arising from it. This thesis tries to redress the balance by placing the 

perspectives, interests, and concerns of African policy actors at the center of analysis. In this pursuit, 

this thesis is based on a qualitative methodological approach comprised of six qualitative interviews 

with influential African policy actors, advisors and migration experts involved in the African 

migration agenda. Moreover, participation in the African Development Week as well as informal 

meetings with various stakeholders in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, throughout a 2-month fieldwork 

mission has contributed to the knowledge and findings of this thesis. 

 

This study sets out to explore and understand African perspectives on migration and migration 

management, based on key themes identified: 1) how is the migration phenomenon perceived; 2) 

what is viewed as the challenges of managing migration in an African context; and 3) what are the 

African perspectives on migration relations with the EU and European states. Key findings show how 

demographic, ecological, geographic, political, and socio-cultural structures of Sub-Saharan Africa 

are crucial toward understanding underlying motivational forces behind African perspectives and 

policy considerations on international migration management. Moreover, the thesis illustrates how 

population movement is perceived as part of a larger cultural, socio-economic and political reality in 

Africa and how the challenges of state-capacity, geophysical obstacles, as well as political dynamics 

is found to expand well beyond discussions on political will and determination toward managing 

migration. The thesis concludes how Africa’s views on migration relations with the EU and European 

states revolve around feelings of mistrust, frustration, and skepticism. The overarching and persistent 

focus on a security-based logic of border protection and containment of irregular migration in Africa-

Europe migration engagements, fuels the African doubts regarding the willingness of their European 

partners to fully commit to a genuine migration cooperation, which can address the longer-term 

challenges of Africa’s difficult experience; poverty, unemployment, conflict, and socio-economic 

insecurity.  
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1. Introduction 

“Paradoxically, the ability to control migration has shrunk as the desire to do so increase” 

(Bhagwati 2003:3) 

Geographic mobility, human mobility, population movement, or migration1 has been a constant and 

influential feature of human history and an integral part of the social process of the world. Migration 

is as old as humanity itself and human beings have always moved in search of new opportunities, or 

to escape poverty, conflict, or environmental degradation (Massey et al. 1998; Castles et al. 2014; 

Bilger and Kraler 2005). Despite the persistent presence of population movements throughout history, 

scholars now argue that we are now living in ‘the Age of Migration’ (Castles and Miller 2003). The 

hallmark of the age of migration is its global character in which the movement of people across 

borders has become an integral component of today’s global political, social, and economic life 

(Ibid.). The total volume of international migrants has risen impressively. According to the United 

Nations (UN 2015a), the number of international migrants – persons living in a country other than 

where they were born – reached 244 million in 2015 for the world as a whole. In 2000, the number 

of estimated international migrants was 173 million, evidencing a 41 percent increase over the past 

fifteen years in people living outside their country of birth (Ibid.). 

As the global scope of migration has grown, so has its centrality to domestic and international politics. 

Until a few decades ago, migration was at the peripheral of scholarly and political attention, but has 

now acquired unprecedented prominence and become one of the major global issues of our time 

(Martin 2015; Paoletti 2011). Past years’ events have given rise to a sense of urgency about addressing 

this topic. The year of 2016 is estimated as the deadliest year on record for migrants and refugees 

crossing the Mediterranean trying to reach Europe (IOM 2016). 2 In 2015, more than one million 

migrants and refugees crossed the borders into Europe3, sparking what became known as a ‘migration 

crises’ (Oxfam 2016) as European countries struggled to cope with the influx.  

                                                   
1Throughout this thesis, I refrain from using the terms ‘immigration’ and ‘immigrants’, but will instead refer to ‘migration’ 

and ‘migrants’. This thesis focuses in particular on irregular international labor migration – the movement of non-nationals 

or foreigners across national borders for purposes other than travel or short term residence. Little attention will be paid to 

other groups, such as refugees, internationally displaced persons and/or asylum seekers, although it is difficult in practice 

to make a completely clear division.  
2Europe is described as the world’s most dangerous destination for ‘irregular’ migrants, with the Mediterranean costing 

the lives of more than 3,771 in 2015 and 3,930 in 2016 (IOM 2016). 
3IOM reports total arrivals to Europe at roughly 1,005,504, with just 3% coming by land. The total is the highest migration 

flow since World War II (IOM 2015b). 
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The African continent is especially known for its long history of migration within and beyond the 

vast continent (Ricca 1989). Sub-Saharan Africa4 (SSA) is a region of diverse migration circuits – as 

origin, destination, and transit for labor migrants, undocumented migrants and refugees, and of brain 

circulation for professionals (Adepoju 2008). A wide range of complex factors fuel migratory 

movements within and from Africa. Among these, are socio-economic conditions, such a low wages, 

and high levels of unemployment, rural underdevelopment, and lack of opportunity (African Union 

2006). In addition, various political and social factors induce migration such as poor governance, 

political instability, environmental factors, conflict, and civil strife. Lower costs of migration, 

improved communication and the need to join relatives, families and friends are also among the 

factors, which amplify push-pull factors (Ibid.).  

 

The movement of people within and beyond Africa has become an issue of global concern and is 

likely to grow in importance and volume in years ahead. In the following decades, migratory 

movements in and from Africa are expected to accelerate as a result of economic, demographic and 

climate change dynamics (IOM 2010). The African continent is expected to have the largest 

population growth of any other region in the world and studies estimate that by 2050, one quarter of 

the world’s population will be African (UN 2015b). The projected youth population in Africa of 500 

million by 2050 and current lack of employment opportunities in African countries prompts youth to 

migrate in search of alternatives (IOM 2010). Due to difficulties in obtaining entry permits, many of 

these potential migrants are likely to engage in dangerous uncertain journeys as undocumented and 

irregular migrants, thereby necessitating migration policies and programmes aimed at regulating these 

flows of young migrants (Adepoju 2010; IOM 2010).  

Managing such large and complex movements of people cannot be achieved through unilateral state 

action. Transnational cooperation is an absolute necessity to manage the complexities of migration 

and without mutual cooperation between countries from which migrants originate, transit and arrive, 

the tragedies unfolding in the Mediterranean will escalate. It is thus paramount to find balanced 

solutions that take account of the interests of all countries involved. This thesis is a modest attempt 

to illuminate and balance the views of Africa in international migration debates, with the hopefulness 

of reaching common ground and achieving joint understanding of the positions and perspectives of 

all parties involved and responsible for managing current and future challenges of migration. 

                                                   
4When referring to ‘Africa’ throughout this paper, unless otherwise stated, I always mean sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). 

Please view chapter three for clarification regarding my choice of referring to ‘Africa’ as a singular whole.  
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1.1 Problem statement and research question 

The prevailing aim of this thesis is to both explore African perspectives on international migration5 

and international migration management6, but also to carry forward an analysis that will attempt to 

understand the underlying dynamics and motivating forces behind African perspectives. This is done 

based on a qualitative research approach and by drawing on a theoretical and empirical foundation 

addressing historical, economic, cultural, and political structures of Africa. Contemporary empirical 

accounts and theories of international migration have focused attention on the migrant-receiving 

nations and very little has been said about the interests, priorities and viewpoints of the governments 

and policy actors in migrant-sending regions. This thesis aims to accommodate this lack of attention 

and contribute to varying and broadening the migration discourse by placing the views, interests, and 

concerns of African policy actors at the center of analysis. In this quest, the following research 

questions have been specified: 

 

1) Explore current perspectives of African policy actors on international migration and 

international migration management, and  

2)  seek an understanding of the underlying dynamics and motivating forces behind these 

perspectives by drawing on an empirical and theoretical framework.  

 
To ground this larger discussion of perspectives on migration and migration management, this study 

will focus on three themes, identified throughout the theoretical framework of this thesis: (1) 

perceptions of migration and migration management, (2) perspectives on the challenges relating to 

institutional and resource-based capacity, political will and policy prioritization of migration in an 

African context, and (3) perspectives on Africa’s migration relations with EU and European states. 

Due to the limited number of interviews, and the general lack of data and empirical studies in this 

field, this thesis does not claim to be comprehensive or provide one truth about ‘African’ perspectives. 

Nor will it attempt to propose policy recommendations or alternative models for Africa-Europe7 

migration cooperation. Rather, it tries to shed light on African migration issues and to identify some 

                                                   
5When referring to migration and migration management throughout this thesis, unless otherwise stated, I always mean 

international migration and international migration management.  
6A term used to encompass numerous governmental functions within a national system for the orderly and humane 

management for cross-border migration, particularly managing the entry and presence of foreigners within the borders of 

the State and the protection of refugees and others in need of protection. It refers to a planned approach to the development 

of policy, legislative and administrative responses to key migration issues (IOM 2011).   
7When referring to Europe in the context of political relations, I mean the EU institutions and the wider scope of European 

states. 
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of the concerns, perspectives, and preoccupations of African policy actors and stakeholders involved 

in the African policy agenda on migration.  

 

1.2 Empirical and theoretical scope and motivation  

The empirical scope of this thesis is the countries of SSA. SSA remains one of the poorest and most 

disadvantaged regions in the world battling with basic and pressing matters, such as poverty, conflict, 

food insecurity, and HIV/AIDS pandemics (Adepoju 2008). Intensive migration, refugees, and 

population displacements both within SSA and to other regions of the world, including Europe (Ibid.), 

also characterize this region. While SSA is a large and diverse group of 48 countries, they face many 

of the same domestic struggles in terms of limited state capacity and resources, conflict, instability, 

and large migratory flows within and from the region. While the experience of other (developing) 

migrant-sending regions might find similarities, the findings of this study must be regarded as 

exclusively limited to (Sub-Saharan) Africa, as it is based on the particular situation of Africa and the 

SSA regions historical, geophysical, social, cultural and political realities.  

The motivation for studying African perspectives on migration and migration management steams 

first and foremost from the absence of migrant-sending regions voice in political and academic 

debates on international migration. The preoccupations and interests of northern migrant-receiving 

countries on migration and migration management are well documented and known. Yet, the global 

cross-cutting nature of migration demands understanding and awareness of migration priorities, 

concerns and interests from both receiving and sending countries in order to design effective and 

coherent migration policies. In addition, the African engagement in numerous migration dialogues 

and cooperation across continental, regional, and bilateral levels points to a high-level of commitment 

to joint migration management. However, the vast majority of these migration policies are 

characterized by a lack of implementation, follow up and allocation of resources. An interest and 

desire to understand why migration initiatives and policies remain largely unimplemented in African 

national systems additionally fuels the motivational aspects of this study. The hope of this study is 

that it can contribute to a process where sending and receiving countries can better understand each 

other’s differences, interests, and concerns and thus better coordinate their views on the migration 

process and the shaping of this process in a mutually beneficial manner.  
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1.3 Structure  

Chapter two constitutes the theoretical part of this thesis. The furthermost dominant part is the 

extensive review of literature and knowledge, which address several disciplinary directions such as 

international migration studies and theories, the international environment in which African actors 

interact within and with, and the powerful geographical and historical dynamics of African state 

formation. Hereafter, based upon the empirical and theoretical findings and knowledge obtained 

within this review, I identify key analytical themes of interests. These themes will act as the analytical 

foundation for the wider research and analytical structure. In chapter three, I present the methodology 

and research design where attention is given to the applied research approach, data collection method 

and researchers’ reflections and acknowledgements. Concerning data collection, it is imperative to 

reflect on the current sensitive and highly politicized context of migration in European countries of 

destination as well as how interviews in such a setting may affect both outcome and process.  

Chapter four presents the analysis of African perspectives conducted throughout a thematic structure. 

In the first part, I present views and thoughts on migration and migration management based on the 

outcome of the interviews. This part also draws on empirical material to analyze which underlying 

dynamics may influence previously presented findings. The second part will present views on the 

capacity constrains facing national policymaking on migration in African states and institutions while 

also presenting a deeper analysis on this topic based on empirical research. The third part illuminates 

perspectives on Africa’s migration relations with the EU and European states and discuss alternative 

ways to understanding cooperation between Europe and Africa on the issue of migration. Concluding 

the analysis, I discuss the results and key findings while reflecting upon African perspectives and 

drawing parallels to the wider field of migration studies and theorization. In chapter five, I present 

final and concluding remarks by summing up the main objective and key findings of this study.  
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2. The theoretical framework  

This chapter begins by reviewing a host of issues involving the field of international migration studies 

together with a broad area of issues on political, historical, cultural, and socio-economic dynamics of 

Africa. Thereafter, based on knowledge obtained, a section will offer conclusions and identify the 

key analytical themes relevant to the wider research and establishment of an analytical framework. 

First, a more thorough introduction and outline of the following is presented.  

2.1 Review of existing knowledge and literature  

When diving into the great pool of migration literature, one is overwhelmed with the enormous 

complexity, interdisciplinary, and chaotic nature of the migration phenomenon. Migration studies 

introduce countless definitions and concepts, quantitative and qualitative aspects of research, and 

interact and links to demographic, economic, ecological, political, and socio-cultural dimensions.  

Almost every academic discipline has attempted to understand the migration processes, which yet 

continue to transform. Despite the abundant amount of literature and research on migration in Africa, 

it is still, as van Dijk et al. (2001) has noted, “remarkable difficult to understand the processes 

underlying the phenomenon” (van Dijk et al. 2001:1). Furthermore, scholarships have for decades 

stressed how “African migration research is haunted by the lack of official data” (Flahaux and de 

Haas 2016:3), which makes it even more difficult for migration researchers to provide a complete 

picture on migration in Africa, let alone a comprehensive understanding. 

Nevertheless, this section aims at presenting an overview of current and previous thinking on 

international migration in Africa, based on a wide range of research and knowledge in this field. 

While migration studies provide part of the necessary analytical framework of this thesis, it cannot 

fully address this thesis’ aspiration to understand the underlying forces behind African perspectives. 

The complexity and multileveled nature of migration induce the need for a broad understanding of 

certain political, cultural, economic, and social phenomena, in which migration plays a role. Thus, in 

the pursuit to both explore and understand African perspectives on the issue of migration, I find it 

necessary to go beyond the field of migration studies and engage in the wider literature concerned 

with the dynamics of African state building and governance, the role of migratory movements in 

African societies, and Africa’s international relations. The purpose of this review will not be to 

summarize exiting literature but rather bring together the most salient and important pieces of 

research, which might contribute towards providing an understanding of which dynamics impact 

African views on migration and migration management. Moreover, the theoretical and empirical 
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findings within this section will assist in developing a useful analytical framework in which African 

perspectives can be understood.  

The review is organized into 5 main sections. Following this introduction, section 1 provides an 

overview of the traditional conceptual and theoretical frameworks of international migration and an 

understanding of its limitations. Moreover, it presents new approaches and research issues within the 

field of migration studies. Section 2 explores the role and nature of migratory movements in Africa 

and addresses the influence of colonialism and post-independence developments in shaping 

perceptions. Section 3 investigates the effect of state building and boundaries in a colonial and post-

colonial African context and further accounts for the role of African states in migratory processes. 

Finally, section 4 presents an image of Africa’s position in the international system and further 

addresses the power structure within Africa-Europe political engagements. While empirical aspects 

within this review all contribute to the research questions, the first two sections will chiefly serve to 

address various perceptions and theoretical thinking of international migration as a means toward 

exploring perspectives. The third and fourth section will engage in a broader research agenda with 

the purpose of understanding influential dynamics and reasoning behind African perspectives.  

2.1.1 Theoretical approaches and views on migration 

This section will present an overview of current and previous empirical and theoretical thinking of 

international migration. Understanding the main theoretical concepts, assumptions, and frames of 

reference within migration studies is important to the study of perspectives, since theory “is the lenses 

through which we perceive the world” (Jørgensen 2010:8). Theories affect and reflect the 

assumptions we make in our attempt to understand the world and along with inadequate, unreliable, 

and virtually non-existent data or information (which generally characterizes the field of African 

migration studies), theories have played a role in shaping public debates and policies. The conceptual 

perceptions of international migration presented in this section are not strictly limited to Africa, but 

provides awareness of how the world community views the migration phenomenon. In addition, it 

illuminates how attitudes toward migration have changed since it became subject of scholarly 

attention throughout the second half of the twentieth century. This is important to the study of African 

perspectives as it generates an understanding of the global environment and framework in which 

African perspectives is made and furthermore proves how several different perspectives on migration 

exists.  
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2.1.1.1 Traditional theoretical perspectives on migration  

Some of the earliest examples of theoretical and scientific studies of migration is Ravenstein’s (1885) 

‘Laws of Migration’ and Hicks’ (1932) ‘The Theory of Wages’. The study by Ravenstein (1885) is 

believed to have “provided the hypotheses upon which much future migration research and 

theorization was built” (Boyle et al. 1998:59). It is the first study of many to claim the ‘drivers’ of 

migration as being essentially economic; “bad or oppressive laws, heavy taxation, an unattractive 

climate, uncongenial social surroundings, and even compulsion (slave trade, transportation), all 

have produced and are still producing currents of migration, but none of these currents can compare 

in volume with that which arises from the desire inherent in most men to “better” themselves in 

material respects” (Ravenstein 1888/1889: 286). Hicks’ (1932) theory produced another essential 

theoretical assumption within migration studies. He analyzed migratory movements based on the role 

of demand and supply in the fluctuations in wages, and noted that “(…) differences in net economic 

advantages, chiefly differences in wages, are the main cause of migration” (Hicks 1932:76).  

The second half of the twentieth century introduced new models, analytical frameworks, conceptual 

approaches, and empirical generalizations that conceived with the purpose of theorizing and 

explaining why migration begins. The “oldest and best-know theories of international migration” 

(Massey et al. 1993: 433) is the neo-classical economics models of migration8, which attempts to 

explain migration by the differentials in wages and employment conditions,  as well as account for 

migration costs (Massey et al. 1998; 1993; Arango 2000). The neo-classical models look upon the 

origin of migration as disparities in wage rates among countries, which in turn mirror income and 

welfare disparities, thus generally conceiving movement as an individual decision for income 

maximization (Massey et al. 1998). A radically different interpretation of migration is the theories of 

development9, whose historical-structuralist approach perceives migration as a natural consequence 

of economic globalization and market penetration across national boundaries (Massey et al. 1993). 

Within this theoretical framework, the neo-Marxist theories of dependency suggest that migration 

movements in and from Africa is a result of unequal development imposed by developed countries 

                                                   
8The neoclassical economics theories of international migration can be divided into Macro-Theory and Micro-Theory. 

The neoclassical theory understands migration to be driven by differences in returns to labor across markets. This section 

mostly refer to the theories and models by Lewis, 1954; Ranis and Fei 1961; Harris and Todaro 1970. 
9The main development theories are Modernization, Dependency, World Systems, and Globalization theories, which were 

stimulated by the situation in the mid-20th century when decolonization occurred and the economic disparity between 

European and underdeveloped nations became obvious. This section mostly refers to the theories and models by WW. 

Rostow 1960; Baran 1957; Frank 1966.  
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on developing countries, and that in such a context, it is only natural for individuals to migrate or 

‘escape’ from the underprivileged periphery to the privileged center (Martinussen 1997; Baran 1957).  

These two theoretical frameworks deserve specific attention as they have given rise to a conceptual 

framework that has lasted for decades and “strongly shaped public thinking and provided the 

intellectual basis for much immigration policy” (Massey et al. 1993:433). The neoclassical 

explanation of migration has historically dominated the social science, and migration theorizing 

within it. The prevailing objective of the neo-classical theoretical approach of analyzing why people 

migrate, have contributed to the unspoken, common sense notion, that international migration 

(especially from South to North) is a bad thing that ought to be stopped (Castles 2007a; 2009; Arango 

2000). This have, according to Castles (2007b), had significant policy implications for migration 

since “Ministers and bureaucrats still often see migration as something that can be turned on and off 

like a tap through laws and policies” (Castles 2007b:363).  

Development economists stressed that labor migration was an integral part of modernization (Castles 

2008). In this line of thinking, migration became further linked to the broader process of capitalist 

accumulation and global geopolitical structure and increasingly seen as something natural. However, 

the Marxist perception of global economic inequality as producing South-North migration further 

induce thinking of migrants as victims or ‘pawns’ that passively adapt to macro-forces (de Haas 

2008). In addition, this theoretical perspective produced the belief that economic development can 

reduce and ‘solve’ the issue of migration. This belief is particularly evident in current migration 

discourses despite the fact that multiple scholars (see e.g. Castles 2009; Tapinos 1990; Zelinsky 1971; 

de Haas 2006; GCIM 2005) have repeatedly argued that ‘development instead of migration’ policies 

are bound to fail’ (de Haas 2006). Nonetheless, the idea of ‘solving’ migration is still prominent 

within contemporary policy perceptions on migration. The latest example being the European Agenda 

on Migration that seeks to “tackle the root causes of illegal migration” (European Commission 

2015b:2).  

2.1.1.2 Towards wider and more holistic perspectives on migration 

Much of the contemporary scholarship concerned with migration studies (see e.g. Massey et al. 1998; 

1993 Castles 2008; de Haas 2007; van Djik 2001; King 2012; Adepoju 1995a; Arango 2000) has 

rejected the traditional concepts, models and assumptions on migration as a useful theoretical base to 

offer a complete understanding of the multifaceted and complex nature of international migration. 

The wide criticism and skepticism posed by migration scholars are that migration operate on multiple 
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levels simultaneously, thus the traditional narrow arguments of theoretical exclusivity is vastly 

insufficient. Moreover, migration scholarship claims that the consuming focus of these theories have 

been on diagnosing the forces underlying the migration phenomenon by measuring and comparing 

effects of migration on production, employment and revenue, all with the central aim of deciding 

whether migration is a positive or negative phenomenon (Ricca 1989; Amin 1974; Castles 2008; 

2009; Arango 2000).  

This ‘northern-based’ research agenda is believed to generalize and reinforce stereotypes, which have 

obscured the fact that most migrants in Africa move for normal reasons, including trade, marriage, 

education, pilgrimage, and status by forecasting a very gloomy picture of the African situation and 

commonly portraying migrants as “passive victims who are desperately pushed out of the African 

continent by external forces, and who fall easily prey to unscrupulous traffickers and smugglers” (de 

Haas 2007:47). Also, the neoclassical theories have been immensely criticized for failing to take 

account of the many non-economic factors that shape migration, such as the transnational nature of 

migration, the importance of social groups and relationships, the different migration steams and the 

importance of agency, autonomy, perceptions, cultural and historical factors as well as institutional 

constraints (Collinson 2003; Castles 2008). 

Contemporary scholars have tried to accommodate these empirical shortcomings by developing new 

conceptual approaches and analytical themes within the field of migration studies. Most notably new 

approaches include the term ‘migration-transnationalism’ (Glick Schiller et al. 1992) and the 

usefulness of framing international migration as a transnational process (Glick Schiller et al. 1992; 

Portes 1999); the argument of embedding migration research into a broader analysis of social 

transformation and social change (Castles 2010; Faist 2010; Portes 2010); and the exploration of the 

role of (social) networks (de Haas 2009; Andersson 2001). However, the 21st century marks the 

biggest evolution in international perceptions and attitudes towards international migration. A 

renewed interest and preoccupation with emphasizing the potential development benefits of 

international migration for the countries of origin and destination has spurred migration researchers 

and scholars towards exploring the impact of migration on both micro and macro levels, the scope 

and scale of migration benefits as well as how these benefits can be fully optimized. The role and 
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impact of remittances10, skilled migration, (also referred to as ‘brain drain’ and ‘brain gain’)11, and 

Diasporas resources12 has been vastly studied by contemporary migration scholars and international 

policy institutes.  

The potential development impacts of migration must be regarded as having particular importance in 

an African context, as “recorded remittances to Africa have grown dramatically over the past decade” 

(Bollard et al. 2010:1). Furthermore, “Africans are found to remit twice as much on average as 

migrants from other developing countries” (Bollard et al. 2010:1), which proves that the growing 

economic volume of remittances to Africa and its apparent social and economic benefits must be 

included as an relevant element in the wider analysis of African perspectives.  

 

2.1.1.3 Summary 

Current and previous theoretical frameworks, empirical generalizations and discourses of 

international migration are important to the study of perspectives, as they infinitely influence and 

shape the perspectives this thesis aims to explore and understand, as well as the global environment 

in which perspectives should be studied. Moreover, reviewing different theories, models, and 

assumptions on international migration reveals how several different perspectives on migration exists 

and how these have changed and developed over time. Theoretical perspectives have portrayed 

migrants as both ‘victims’ of the unequal global economic system and as active social agents who 

transform their individual and communal material conditions. Such theoretical assumptions have in 

particular, contributed to public and political notions and perceptions of international migration. 

Theories have also vastly contributed to the understanding of the world as divided between a migrant-

generating South and a migrant-receiving North. Such understanding evidently shapes how migration 

and international migration cooperation is commonly perceived from an international perspective. 

However, while the movement of people is still understood within a basic framework of a North-

South axis, the renewed international discourse on migration as a driver for development represents 

a shift from previous perceptions and attitudes towards migration.  

 

                                                   
10Economic remittances are largely characterized as money earned or acquired by non-nationals that are transferred back 

to their country of origin. Social remittances are defined as ideas, practices, minds set, world views, values and attitudes, 

norms of behavior and social capital (knowledge, experience and expertise) (IOM 2011). 
11 Emigration of trained and talented individuals from the country of origin to another country resulting in a depletion of 

skills resources in the former (IOM 2011). 
12Diaspora members are migrants, ex‐migrants or migrants’ descendants, and they are also inhabitants, often workers, 

who contribute to the society in which they live. They can mobilize resources and human, social, economic and cultural 

“capital” (IOM 2011) 
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2.1.2 The essentiality of population movements in Africa 

To fully address and understand African perspectives on migration and migration management it is 

useful to draw upon the role of migratory movements in the livelihood and communities of Africa. 

What emerges quickly from the range of literary studies on African migration is the crucial 

importance of mobility in the history, daily life, and experiences of people. A comprehensive body 

of literature advocate that migration is fundamental to any understanding of the livelihood of the 

African population since mobility is embedded in the social, cultural, economic, and political 

dimensions of African societies and has long been a response to the structural realities of living in 

SSA.  

2.1.2.1 The role of migration in African societies 

Early analyses have concluded that migration began in many African countries as a result of colonial 

policies and practices (Eicher and Baker 1984). However, today much migration research accounts 

for the pre-colonial environment as a precondition to fully understand migratory flows in Africa 

(Adepoju 1995a; Ricca 1989; Herbst 1990; 2000). Scientific discourses of African migration is tied 

to the image of Africa as a tremendously mobile continent where migration across boundaries was “a 

time-honored tradition” (Herbst 2000:228), which have been “essential in the shaping of Africa” (De 

Bruijn 2007:112). Ricca (1989) further claims that from time immemorial, migration has been part 

of the African way of life and that the earliest accounts of life in Africa have described the movements 

of people.  

 

As with other social processes, forms scale and directions of migration are heavily influenced by the 

political, economic, cultural, ecological, and social context in which migration occurs (Bilger and 

Krale 2005). Most authors on migration and mobility in the SSA notes how the realities of the physical 

and economic environment - the availability of ecological and economic resources are highly related 

to mobility decisions. Difficult ecological circumstances in this region and lack of economic 

opportunities have led to a ‘travelling culture’ (De Bruijn 2007), where population movement is 

culturally and socially embedded in society and in each individual’s actions (Ibid.). This is further 

concluded by Rain (1999) who, from observations in Niger, noted, “Throughout Africa, it is natural 

to move. Cin Rani and other movements that are partially determined by the climate are common 

here, for the environment in many places does not permit sedentary living. (…) moving is as 

commonplace as eating; those who move are no more remarkable than those who eat” (Rain 1999:4). 

Vast amounts of literary accounts thus refers to traditional African migration movements as a lifestyle 
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(Castle et al. 2014), a livelihood choice and coping strategy (Collinson 2003) to escape warfare and 

unfavorable agricultural and climate conditions.  

 

Traditions of mobility in African societies are conceptualized in a different manner by Herbst (1990), 

who suggests that pre-colonial African population movements should also be understood as ‘the 

politics of protest’, a response to the deteriorating economic and/or political fortunes many Africans 

are faced with. Hirschman’s (1970) much-known empirical notion of voice and exit options in 

societies13 is applied to Herbst’s (1990) analysis to account for traditional migratory movements in 

Africa. He argues that in large parts of Africa, people have overwhelmingly favored exit in the form 

of migration as the response to worsening political and economic circumstances. The exit strategy 

was an attractive option for many dissatisfied people in pre-colonial Africa due to the availability of 

significant amount of open physical and political areas of land, which could be occupied at low cost, 

and which provided benefits that were not much lower than where people used to live (Ibid.). Despite 

the opportunity for people to voice their political or economic discontent, it was perceived as easier 

to leave established societies since it was possible to move relatively freely in most parts of the 

continent (Ibid.).  

 

2.1.2.2 The changing migration experience 

As presented above, being able to move has been a natural and important process in the livelihood of 

people in Africa. The traditional division and occupation of land has been one where traditional 

African migrants have considered most parts of the continent as a free zone in which people could 

move freely (Adepoju 1995b). Researchers note that the colonial experience in Africa has drastically 

changed the traditional African societies and transformed traditional migration flows in several ways 

(see e.g. Amin 1974; 1972; Cohen 1987; Findley et al. 1995; Adepoju 1995a; Ricca 1989; Herbst 

2000; Gregory & Piché 1982). A wide range of scholars assert past experiences of colonial 

occupation, concomitant practices of slave trade, use of forced labor and recruitment as well as post-

independence links as having “largely shaped the present which in turn continues to influence future 

paths of migration” (Adepoju 2009: 316). Some of the earliest literature on the changing migration 

realities in Africa is Whittlesey (1938), who noted that the political and economic fragmentation of 

                                                   
13Hirschman’s insights are based on the simple fact that there is a trade-off between exit and voice, since people cannot 

both leave and stay and have their voice heard. Hirschman’s notion also assumes that the choice of either exit or voice 

will have different effects on the on the deteriorating organization (Herbst 2000; Hirschman 1970) 
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Africa by European colonial authorities were changing the trade patterns of Africa from east-west to 

north-south and hereby also the traditional migratory movements within and from Africa.  

Other changes brought along by colonialism, such as the colonial imposition of national boundaries 

and the post-independence development of citizenship laws are believed to have altered the 

perception and experience of migration in Africa (Herbst 1990; 2000; Amin 1972; Adepoju 1995a). 

The exclusionary citizenship laws is asserted as being a drastic development for the African societies 

since throughout the history of Africa, people had been encouraged both by a long tradition and by 

the colonial authorities to migrate (Gould 1978). Herbst (2000) finds that citizenship laws “embody 

the identities that African states have tried to construct on the assumption that populations are no 

longer mobile” (Herbst 2000:227). The closing of international borders is regarded as another 

important development, which changed traditional views on migration as well as the ability to move. 

Herbst (1990) notes, “For the first time, Africans were asked to define permanently who legitimately 

lived in their societies and who did not and this process of community division effectively foreclosed 

on many opportunities to migrate” (Herbst 1990: 188). 

 

While the conventional wisdom among scholars is that African boundaries are weak due to their 

porous nature, citizenship laws did in fact become salient very quickly (Herbst 2000). Citizenship 

laws in Africa is believed to have great political importance. According to Herbst (2000) and Small 

(1977), a way for African nations to guard their sovereignty, which they are extremely insecure about, 

since they do not exercise authority across their territories: “Citizenship laws seem as to articulate a 

sense of nationhood in a territory that has political unity but little else” (Small 1977:18). The 

emergence of national boundaries increased the urge among leaders of newly established states to 

assert national sovereignty by introducing migration restrictions and border controls (Flahaux and De 

Haas 2016). This intensified nationalism and sense of national sovereignty casted aside the long 

tradition of welcoming strangers and introduced the concept of ‘foreigner’ (Herbst 2000; Ricca 1989). 

Migrants were now being portrayed as a threat to sovereignty, security and ethnic homogeneity, 

which led to riots in many African countries that demanded the increasingly resented migrants 

expelled (Herbst 2000; Flahaux and De Haas 2016). Following this significant change in perception 

and sympathy towards migrants and refugees in Africa, the new era of ‘closed door’ policies began 

where refugees and migration concerns were no longer a priority and preoccupation of the host 

(Rwamatwara 2005).  
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2.1.2.3 Summary 

The historical dimension of African migration is vastly important to the study of perspectives as 

research show that the choice and ability to move has deep historical, social, and cultural roots in 

Africa, which lays the basis for scientific assumptions suggesting that “mobility has always shaped 

African societies” (De Bruijn 2007:112). Migration is argued as being culturally and socially 

embedded in the African societies and presented a livelihood choice, a coping strategy, family 

survival strategy, and an economic necessity for survival (De Bruijn 2007; Castles et al. 2014; 

Collinson 2003; Adepoju 2008). Furthermore, scholarships propose that migration is a way for 

African people to express discontent with political and/or economic realities rather than voicing their 

dissatisfaction. This additionally portrays being able to move an essential right in the eyes of African 

people. As also emphasized throughout this section, it is important to understand the changes brought 

about by colonialism and later independence as they immensely influenced and transformed not only 

traditional migration patterns, but indorsed a significant shift in the traditionally open view towards 

mobility in Africa.  

2.1.3 Conceptualizing the role of African states in migration processes 

Conventional accounts of African migration tend to ignore the role of African states in shaping 

migration (Flahaux and De Haas 2016; Zolberg 1989). However, in recent years the role of states and 

borders, post-colonial ties, and migration policies has been increasingly explored within academic 

literature (Natter 2014; Davidson 1992; Flahaux and De Haas 2016; Herbst 2000; 1990; Rwamatwara 

2005). Researchers concerned with understanding African migration has drawn attention towards the 

broader processes of development and (post-colonial) state formation of African states and have 

emphasized the need to understand the politics of boundaries. Most notable, the work by Herbst 

(2000; 1990) has emphasized the need of understanding the relation between migration and state-

formation in Africa since “migration and the dynamics of citizenship laws both affect and reflect the 

abilities of African states to consolidate power” (Herbst 2000:227).  

 

2.1.3.1 The weak African state 

The state is closely related to the study of migration in several ways, but first and foremost because 

the traditional paradigm for the analysis of cross-border migration is based on the notion of nation 

states as closed units. The very notion of international migration is intricately tied to the modern 

nation state, since “Only in a world neatly divided into nation states is there international migration 
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– immigration and emigration” (Bilger and Kraler 2005:17). The process of African state formation 

is important to the study of perspectives, as it questions the strength of the African state – its coercive 

capacity, physical reach and ability to manage population movements. Additionally, the main strand 

of literature on the state in Africa suggests that African leadership should be understood as 

‘neopatrimonial’14, which alludes the need to reflect on possible political incentives behind African 

perspectives and behavior in migration management.  

The state building process of African states has drawn much attention within academia since the late 

1980’s and have been mainly concerned with identifying and explaining the causes and consequences 

of ‘weak’ (Jackson and Rosberg 1982; Reno 1997), ‘failed’ (Widner 1995; Mazrui 1995), ‘quasi’ 

(Jackson 1990), or ‘collapsed’ (Zartman 1997) African states. Within the growing body of literature 

dedicated to examining state failure15, there seems to be a consensus that the nation state in Africa is 

in crisis.16 Moreover, there is a shared assumption that African states fail due to their lack of political, 

economic and social capabilities to survive (Jackson 1990; Zartman 1995; Gros 1996). For instance, 

African states are described by influential scholars as “seriously lacking in the essentials of statehood. 

They are a ramshackle of regimes of highly personal rule that are severely deficient in institutional 

authority and organizational capability” (Jackson and Rosberg 1986:1). Concluding remarks by 

Callaghy’s (1988) further characterizes African states as “abounds of diminishing control, repression 

and extraction, resilience of traditional authority patterns, corrupt and inefficient administration, 

enormous waste, poor policy performance, debt and infrastructure crises, curtailment of capacities, 

endemic political instability, and societal resistance and withdrawal” (Callaghy 1988: 67). 

While the definition of statehood is much contested, the majority of the failed state literature operates 

within assumptions about the nature of statehood as built on the origins of European nation states. 

This definition was originally initiated by Weber’s (1946) notion of the state as a “human community 

that (successfully) claim a monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory” 

(Weber 1946:78). Based on this dominant Westphalian-inspired requirements of state systems and 

statehood, much literature conceive African countries as stateless configurations and claim that 

                                                   
14The tendency of leaders to treat the resources of the community as if they were their personal possessions  
15The political science and international relations literature has been concerned with identifying why the state itself ceases 

to perform core Weberian functions. States that fail to meet these minimal standards have been described as ‘weak’, 

‘fragile’ or ‘poorly performing’. Some of the most influential scholarly contributions to this body of literature is: Zartman 

1995; Rotberg 2002; 2003; Reno 1995; Jackson 1990; Jackson and Rosenberg 1982; 1986; and Widner 1995.  
16The assumption of African states in crisis is mentioned in several scholarly work on African nation-building, e.g. the 

work by Joseph (2003), called ‘Africa: States in Crisis’.  
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African states do not qualify as states given that they do not always effectively claim to have a 

monopoly of force throughout their territorial jurisdictions (Herbst 2000; Jackson 1990; Jackson and 

Rosberg 1982). A notion further established by Davidson (1992), who concludes that many African 

states have not been able to keep control of their territories, illustrated by the amount of illegal trading 

and smuggling across borders.  

The ability to exercise control over territory is paramount to the European conception of statehood 

and remain central to this study as well. To come closer towards understanding how migration and 

migration management is perceived from an African perspective, it is highly valuable to include the 

history of territorial and boundary control in pre-colonial Africa. Whereas successful European state 

development and notions of sovereignty was characterized by profound links between the core 

political areas (the capitals and big cities) and the surrounding territories, pre-colonial African rulers 

did not perceive distant areas of land as being of particular political or economic importance (Herbst 

2000). The projection of power over outlying areas in Africa was vastly more expensive and difficult 

than in other areas of the world. Due to geographical and demographical features of the continent, the 

relatively low population density across African territories along with the huge geographical 

magnitude of the African continent made it a physical challenge for African states to consolidate 

power over outlying population groups and territories (Ibid.). Additionally, the lack of infrastructure, 

knowledge of distant lands, and lack of external threat meant that the broadcasting of power over 

large areas of land was not perceived as authority in the eyes of pre-colonial African leadership thus, 

the consolidation of authority was limited to the political centres (Ibid.). 

Understanding the political challenges that African leaders are confronted in terms of geographical 

and demographical barriers is extremely useful to this study as it suggests “the inability of African 

states to project power over distance” (Herbst 2000:173). Equally important is how distant territories 

of land and border areas in Africa have traditionally been perceived and controlled by African 

governments as it may play a role in how control of borders and the challenge of managing population 

movements is perceived by African governments, actors and stakeholders today. One way or another, 

it generates vital awareness to the fact that African borders were never designed to regulate the 

movement of people and that outlying territorial areas within Africa was never previously of much 

political importance.  
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2.1.3.2 The role of boundaries 

The concept of the border is closely linked to that of sovereignty and statehood, as described above. 

The state has considered control over its borders as the constitutive attribute and sine qua non of its 

sovereign power (Paoletti 2011). As part of this logic, the migration regime of Western industrialized 

nations was born of a realist policy were border were expected to demark the contours of the security 

as well as political and economic agendas (Ibid.). Yet, the concept of the border is vastly different in 

the African context, partly because of its formation. An aspect, which have been widely debated and 

analyzed within the scholarly community (see e.g. Jackson and Rosberg 1982; 1985 Herbst 2000; 

Zolberg et al. 1989; Davidson 1992; Mazrui 1980). The starting point for much research on borders 

in Africa is either the process or outcomes of colonialism, making the pre-colonial and post-colonial 

context an important step towards understanding African views on borders, territory, and population 

movements. The traditional view on the establishment of national and international boundaries in 

colonial and post-colonial Africa is largely recognized as having had implications on the political 

stability and capacity of African states, the economic, political, and social ambitions of Africans, as 

well as implications on perceptions and patterns of population mobility.  

 

Jackson and Rosberg (1985) argue that “the boundaries of many countries, particular but by no means 

exclusively in French-speaking Africa, were arbitrarily drawn by the colonial powers and were not 

encouraging frameworks of unified, legitimate, and capable states” (Jackson and Roberg 1985: 46). 

Besides being thought of as having impacted the capability of African states (which evidently affects 

the ability of African states to manage and capitalize something as complex as migration), the 

imposition of national borders is believed to have generated massive rural-urban migration 

movements within almost every African state (Herbst 2000). The movements of people from rural 

areas to the cities of Africa are believed to have influenced the consolidation of power in Africa, but 

also represent one of the most pressing challenges for cotemporary African leaders today. Both of 

these dynamics may impact perspectives on migration and migration management.  

 

The dramatic changes in the opportunity to migrate, caused by the colonial and post-independence 

imposition of boundaries, led to a significant increase in the movement of people to the cities and 

political capitals of Africa (Ibid.). This new pattern of mobility and settlement across Africa is 

believed to have influenced the practices of power in Africa in several ways, and according to Herbst 

(2000), the system of territorial boundaries “has been seen as a tremendous asset by African leaders, 

both in the colonial and independence periods” (Herbst 2000:25). A crucial analytical assumption 
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made by Herbst (2000) is that the increased rural-urban migration patterns have further influenced 

the political will of African leaders to consolidate their rule over their territorial expanse. The 

movements of people to the political centres are believed to have further diminished African rulers’ 

need to create necessary political changes in the rural areas of Africa, and further induced the 

centralization of power (Ibid.). In addition, African rulers’ inability (and unwillingness) to apply 

coercive power in outlying areas has, according to Laverty (2011) meant that an ambiguous nature of 

authority developed in the border areas of many African countries. The border areas have become 

regions where multiple poles of power exist and this development only intensifies and complicates 

the manifold challenges facing African states in the struggle to control sovereign borders and the flow 

of people across them.  

 

The growing temporary, circular17, and internal migration from rural areas into the urban areas of 

Africa has become one of the biggest challenges facing post-independence African governments 

(Raleigh 2014). 39.6 percent of Africans are urban and annual urban population growth averages over 

5 percent (World Bank 2008; United Nations 2011). This means that by 2025, Africa’s urban 

population is estimated to surpass it rural sector (Raleigh 2014). Sub-Saharan states are urbanizing 

without parallel national economic growth and studies project that urban poverty will account for 

over 40 percent of total poverty in several African countries by 2020 (Raleigh 2014; United Nations 

2011). From the perspective of most African governments, this poses an enormous challenge since 

the urban population, deprived of a real exit strategy, may become more engaged in violent protests 

against the government in order to win concessions. Many African governments are incapable of 

satisfying the basic needs of the large number of people moving to the urban areas of Africa thus, 

there is much greater risk for widespread urban violence, and a growing fear amongst African 

leadership “that the urban areas may become a source of major political instability” (Herbst 

1990:199). The growing challenges and pressure of rapid urbanization provides incentives for African 

leaders to view migration away from Africa as beneficial to their own interests. If rural migrants 

choose to migrate to international destinations outside Africa, the demographic pressure on urban 

areas in African countries might ease while the risk of violent internal political protests is reduced. 

Such line of thinking must be included as another element to study and understanding of African 

perspectives.  

 

                                                   
17Circular migration in this context, refers to high rates of return and repeat movement, into either urban or other rural 

areas. 
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2.1.3.3 Summary 

Drawing on the large body of research on state failure and state formation in Africa is particularly 

useful to the study of African perspectives on migration and migration management as it questions 

whether African states have the necessary capacity, resources, and institutional authority to 

implement efficient policies and mechanisms to manage population flows across African borders. 

Equally important is the recognition that control over outlying territories and borders was never much 

of a concern or priority for African leadership before the colonial boundary changes. Such awareness 

and knowledge advocates that African perspectives on migration management may be just as much a 

question of political prioritization and political will to address African migratory flows, as it is about 

weak implementation-capacity of African national state systems. Moreover, the great challenge of 

urbanization, experienced in almost every African state, represents yet another political motive and 

dimension in the attempt to understand underlying dynamics behind African perspectives on 

migration and migration management. 

2.1.4 African international relations  

The transnational nature of migration demands international cooperation since managing large and 

complex movements of people cannot be achieved through unilateral state action (Martin 2015). 

Migration involves and increasingly implicates numerous countries and Africa’s external relationship 

must thus be regarded as of interest to this study. An examination of Africa’s international relations 

is particularly useful to the understanding of African perspectives since powerful outside actors have 

influenced Africa’s national affairs throughout the colonial era and later through contemporary aid 

relationships. These outside forces can, in a politically direct and explicit way, impact the policy 

choices of African governments but can also, in more general and diffuse ways, impact the African 

definition of their socio-political relationships with external actors and donors. To gain a deeper 

understanding of how African states and political actors view their relations with external actors, 

there is a clear need to recognize the exclusion of the African continent from serious theoretical and 

empirical reflections since “dominant knowledge of the world”, as Ticker (2003) notes, “reinforces 

power in international practice itself” (Ticker 2003:295). The empirical and political marginalization 

of the African continent has important implications for this study as it provides a picture of the 

external environment in which Africa acts and is “acted upon” (Dunn 2001:2). Furthermore, it is 

beneficial for understanding the African attitude and political engagement towards international 

migration cooperation.    
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2.1.4.1 The limited role of Africa in International Relations18  

As formulated by Young (1999), “It is probably fair to say that political science would not be widely 

regarded as one of the social science disciplines that has made great contributions to the study of 

Africa” (Young 1999: 149). Africa has long been placed in the margin of international politics. This 

sense of marginalism has also framed the study of Africa in literature and academic disciplines within 

the field of world systems and international relations. International Relations (IR) involves the study 

of power between and among states. Despite the claim of studying international relations, the vast 

majority of literature on international relations is concerned with European and American foreign 

policy and their roles in world affairs (Jørgensen 2010). Africa is generally underrepresented in the 

mainstream IR scholarship and African views are widely left out of the theoretical debates that have 

given rise for this scholarship (Cornelissen et al. 2012). Furthermore, “even the study of ‘north-south’ 

relations characteristically had a heavy emphasis on north-south relations, often within the context 

of superpower competition, rather than on south-north relations” (Clapham 1996:3). 

One reason for this might be found in the context of disciplinary boundaries and traditions. A central 

object in the failure to explain the continent’s external affairs is the European conceptions and theories 

of statehood, sovereignty, anarchy and the international (Neuman 1998). IR theory and literature have 

been built on western-centric economic models of international relations and systems and focuses on 

nation-states as the primary unit of analysis. This notion creates real analytical challenges since these 

conceptualizations are not seen to fit Africa (Harman and Brown 2013). The centrality of the state to 

the analysis of African international relations is further problematized in Clapham’s (1996) work. 

Here, he notes that defining where statehood ends and begins in Africa is too empirically uncertain 

for theories based on rigid notions on statehood to be useful (Clapham 1996). The dominant emphasis 

placed on the ‘great powers’ results in purposely ignoring the ‘lesser powers’, and ‘Third World’-

states. A deliberate action advocated by the influential theorist Waltz (1979), who notes that “So long 

as the major states are the major actors, the structure of international politics is defined in terms of 

them” (Waltz 1979:94). 

The marginalization of the African continent and neglect of African experiences and knowledge in 

the field of IR is widely believed to have limited a comprehensive understanding of global life (see 

                                                   
18As is conventional, I use the capitalized term ‘International Relations’ (IR) to refer to the academic discipline and the 

lower-case ‘international relations’ to refer to substantive ‘real world’ practices of Africa’s international relations.  
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e.g. Biccum 2009; Dunn and Shaw 2001; Zeleza 2006; Kuhn 1970; Grovogui 2002). Scholars assert 

that marginalizing Africa within the discipline has reinforced the marginalization of the continent in 

the international system since “mainstream IR becomes both a theory for understanding its 

environment and an epistemology and set of practices for legitimating a particular set of relations” 

(Biccum 2009:151). Other authors note that the Western research agenda on IR has directed particular 

perceptions of the world and specific understandings of the ‘international reality’ and generated 

essentialist representations and ideas of Africa as ‘the Other’ (see e.g. Mudimbe 1994; Dunn and 

Shaw 2001; Zeleza 2006; Kuhn 1970; Grovogui 2002). This manifold exclusion of the African 

continent is evidently important to the study of perspectives, as it shapes the hierarchy of social 

positions of power. Furthermore, it affects how Africa is perceived and treated by others and evidently 

affects how Africa view and understand the world around them. 

2.1.4.2 African agency and migration relations  

Scholarly literature on Africa’s international relations is mostly dominated by a concern to explain 

how the continent has been governed, shaped, and marginalized by external powers. The prevailing 

research agenda on Africa in the international system focuses on how broader dynamics of global 

transformations, such as the changing dynamics between emerging and dominant powers, the 

interrelations of the global economy, geopolitical strategies, and ideological, and political systems 

have shaped Africa’s place and role in the international system (see e.g. Cornelissen 2009; Clapham 

1996; Adedeji 1993; Schraeder 2007; Engel and Rye Olsen 2005). Specific attention within literature 

is given to the end of the 1970s and throughout the 1980s where the external position of Africa and 

also the domestic politics of African states were vastly marked by the policies (based on the so-called 

Washington Consensus) promoted by international financial institutions. The end of the Cold War is 

also highlighted within literature as having vast implications on Africa’s relations with the outside 

world (Ibid.). The transformation of foreign policy interests in the post-Cold War era shifted focus 

from a system based on geostrategic interests, to one with greater focus on the reduction of global 

poverty through democratization (Cornelissen 2009). Western donors increasingly imposed political 

and ideological conditionalities on their aid to Africa with the purpose of getting African states to 

undertake democratizing reforms (Dunning 2004; Engel and Rye Olsen 2005).  

 

The unequal power structure and use of conditionality is still considered evident in contemporary 

Africa-Europe relations (see e.g. Betts and Milner 2006; Van Criekinge 2010; Adepoju et al. 2009; 

Carrera et al. 2016; Aubarell et al. 2009; Mangala 2013). Much scholarship finds that while the policy 
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engagements between Europe and Africa have become more comprehensive and inclusive, Africa-

Europe cooperation is mainly driven by the EU’s and its member states’ interests and preferences 

(van Criekinge 2010; Adepoju et al. 2009; Betts and Milner 2006). The European interests such as 

migration control and readmission still dominate multilateral and bilateral migration agreements, 

motivated by the common logic of controlling and preventing African migrants from seeking asylum 

in Europe. The European approach to migration cooperation with African countries gives specific 

attention to issues of removal or deportation; return and readmission of irregular migrants; border 

controls and surveillance; and the reception of asylum-seekers and refugees (Carrera et al. 2016).  

To push this agenda forward, the EU have used different instruments in order to incite cooperation 

with sending countries, especially financial and technical assistance and the promise of increased 

labour market asses (van Criekinge 2010). The combination of inducements and incentives used by 

the EU in negotiations with African countries has led organizations and scholars to argue that African 

states are being “cooperated with” (Betts and Milner 2006:10)19 and that the EU is applying a ‘carrot 

and stick’ approach (Amnesty International 2005). Accordingly, African countries have been 

perceived to be under pressure from the EU to adopt a rage of restrictive migration policies and the 

relationship between the two continents has thus continued to be characterized as ‘unequal’, 

‘unbalanced’ and ‘asymmetrical’ by large part of the civil society and academic community.  

Yet, scholarships also point to the migration sphere as representing “new strategic importance to 

certain African countries” (CeSPI/SID 2006:10). The nature of migration cooperation may induce 

new ways of collaboration and reconfigure traditional understandings of power relations. Studies 

suggest that the policy issue of migration represents new leverage and negotiation power for African 

countries, making it more challenging for European states to apply policy conditionality and the 

‘carrot and stick’ approach in negotiations with African partners (Paoletti 2011). In this sense, 

scholars claim that migration is used as a foreign policy tool in migration negotiations by both sending 

and receiving countries (Paoletti 2011; Cornelius and Rosenblaum 2005) and  in this manner, African 

countries have succeeded, to some extent, in controlling the outcome of international negotiations on 

migration (Van Criekinge 2010; Paoletti 2011).  

                                                   
19According to Betts and Milner (2006), this statement was referred to as being commonly used by Oxfam. For example, 

in ‘Foreign Territory: The Internalization of EU Asylum Policy’, Presentation at Queen Elizabeth House 50
th 

Anniversary 

Conference, New Development Threats and Promises, 5 July 2005.   
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2.1.4.3 Summary 

Empirical studies conclude that foreign influence has long played a role in Africa’s international and 

domestic policymaking and continue to do so in Africa’s political engagement on the issue of 

migration. Africa’s closest neighbor and international partner, Europe, has actively tried to influence 

Africa’s decision-making and approach to migration matters, which must evidently influence 

relations between the two continents and affect the African perspective on international migration 

cooperation. Much scholarship asserts that Africa will gain a more prominent role in international 

affairs and that the interdependence brought along by the transnational nature of migration challenges 

traditional international power relations. The new power dynamics between Africa and its European 

partners must also be asserted as relevant to the understanding of African perspectives on 

international migration management and collaboration. Another aspect emerging from the literature, 

is the academic discourse, political practices, and media representations which have vastly 

marginalized the African continent and resulted in discursive representations of Africa as ‘weak’, 

‘quasi’ and ‘failed’, and as something to be “acted upon” (Dunn 2001:2). The perception of many 

African states as failures is still evident in contemporary discourses on Africa and is an important 

element in understanding how Africa has been analyzed and perceived by the outside world. 

However, it also enables an understanding of the behavior of African states in an international society 

where they, as new states with limited capacity and resources, had to interact with powerful and 

established states.  

 

2.2 Key themes identified  

Despite the growing volume of research on African migration and the move towards a much more 

inclusive and holistic research agenda and understanding of African migration, I find that much 

literature remains focused on the interests, concerns, and preconceptions of (developed) migrant-

receiving nations. As noted by Wise and Covarrubias (2009), “there is yet no theoretical-conceptual 

framework that takes into account the point of view and particular interests of the underdeveloped 

countries” (Wise and Covarrubias 2009:88). While the aim of this paper is not to suggest such a 

theoretical framework, it will attempt to draw on a different scientific discourse in which the interests 

and views of countries of origin, in this case Africa, is placed at the center of analysis. Due to the 

limited amount of literature concerned with perspectives and experiences of countries of origin, as 

well as the multifaceted nature of the migration phenomenon, this review has attempted to make use 

of a wider research agenda beyond the field of migration studies. This has proven helpful in 



  

 

Page 26 of 96 

 

establishing a theoretical fundament in which African perspectives can be both explored and 

understood. Based on the above review of knowledge and literature, three central themes are 

identified, which will serve as the wider analytical framework of this thesis. To get to the root of 

African perspectives on migration and migration management, I give special cognizance to the role 

and importance of population movements in the African context, the influence and legacy of African 

state formation, and Africa’s external relations.  

With basis in the above, I find that a central theme to be explored from the perspectives of African 

stakeholders is (1) perceptions of migration and migration management. African governments and 

actors have not yet been fully engaged in migration matters, which is evident by the fact that many 

bilateral, regional, and continental policy frameworks on migration have remained largely 

unimplemented (Klavert 2011; IOM 2010). Empirical knowledge and interpretation of migration in 

Africa portrays African migration as a natural process in which movement of people and families has 

been a time-honored tradition and a livelihood strategy. Additionally, the potential socio-economic 

effects of migration in Africa have been declared as being an important tool for development in 

countries of origin. Due to the deep cultural and historical roots of migration in African societies, as 

well as the socio-economic benefits of migration, it can be questioned whether the process of 

migration in Africa is perceived as something that should be governed or managed by African 

governments and institutions. In addition, based upon the historical and cultural heritage, as well as 

the ambivalence of the ‘open door’ versus ‘closed door’ policies evident in Africa, is the phenomenon 

of migration perceived as a positive or negative feature by African policy actors?  

Another theme to be explored is the (2) capacity, resources, political will and prioritization of 

migration matters in Africa. The African state has been subject to much academic and political debate 

and is a widely contested issue throughout the wider context of scholarly literature on Africa. 

According to most analyzes by academics and practitioners, African states are ‘weak’, ‘collapsed’ or 

‘failed’ states with low authority, weak institutional capacity and resources. African governments 

have been widely argued as not being able to exercise control over their territory and population, 

which invites reflection on the actual capacity of African institutions and governments to enforce 

entry and exit rules and engage in effective policy formulation on migration. Moreover, African states 

face many other challenges and competing priorities such as poverty, political unrest, health issues, 

unemployment and so forth, which along with scarce resources, questions the policy prioritization of 

migration within African states. Examining the pre-colonial political landscape of Africa, as well as 

the continent’s geographical and demographic facts provides a useful understanding of political 
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processes in Africa and furthermore reveals how mechanisms to control distant territory and 

population movements were never before established and prioritized by African regimes. Such 

knowledge once again questions both the willingness and capability of African states and institutions 

in managing migration in and from Africa.  

The final theme I find essential towards gaining a deeper understanding of African perspectives is (3) 

Africa’s migration relations with EU and European states. Africa has been on the margins of the 

international system for many years and influenced by external powers throughout history. The 

migration relations between Africa and Europe have been dominated by a prevailing focus on 

restrictive migration control measures fueled by the evolving European perception of migration as a 

key security issue. Critical assessments of Africa-Europe migration relations claim that migration-

related arrangements between the two continents have reflected the European interests and served to 

legitimize the implementation of policy measures that contain migrants. In this sense, it is interesting 

to explore how the policy approach by international ‘partners’ and power dynamics between Africa 

and Europe influence African perspectives and political engagement towards international migration 

cooperation, as well as their point of view upon which obstacles are hindering successful international 

migration governance. 
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3. Research design, methods and data 

This thesis is based on empirical data collected through qualitative semi-structured interviews and 

desk research reflecting a broad range of literature on the political, socio-economic, historical, and 

cultural structures of SSA. The purpose of this section is to clarify the methodological framework of 

the thesis, and outline the overall research structure; methodological reflections and 

acknowledgement; the methods for data collection; and the analytical approach. 

3.1 Research design and methodological approach 

In response to the prevalence of research agendas on migration skewed towards the interests and 

preoccupations of the wealthier countries of the world, this thesis sets out to explore the subjective 

perspectives of African policy actors and migration experts through a qualitative research approach. 

Studies on international migration in Africa has to a wide degree been focused on explaining 

migration through a political economy framework, theorizing the casual stimuli of international 

migration, and determining the ‘good’ or ‘bad’ consequences of migration. Furthermore, literature on 

the political discourse on migration mattes has focused attention on the developed migrant-receiving 

nations’ response, strategies and policies toward migration, reflecting an academic and political 

notion that the African continent is something that is “acted upon” (Dunn 2001:2). The purpose of 

this study is not to propose a new theoretical-conceptual framework to the study of African migration, 

nor is it to recommend alternative models or policies for more efficiently international migration 

management. Rather, the purpose of this study is to illuminate the African perspectives on a highly 

politicized issue by placing African views, interests, and concerns at the center of analysis.  

 

To do so, requires a move towards a research manner which can better interpret and understand 

experiences, meanings, narratives and perceptions, hence a qualitative research approach is asserted 

as being the most beneficial tool in this pursuit. The inductive and explorative character of the 

research questions makes it particular suitable for a qualitative study as applying a qualitative research 

methodology provides the opportunity to gain insight into interviewees circumstances, experiences 

and perspectives towards certain subjects (Ritchie & Lewis 2009). Using an explorative approach 

leans towards an inductive method, since “inductive methods are exploratory, seeking to build 

accounts of what is going on from the data collected” (David and Sutton 2011:84).  By choosing to 

engage in qualitative research methods the focus is on improving the understanding of complex issues 
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and relationships and better explore the disparate feelings and experiences of other people (Davies 

and Hughes 2014), which is indeed the primary aim of this study.  

 

This thesis is based both on qualitative research data as well as on an extensive body of literature and 

knowledge steaming from diverse academic disciplines of theoretical and empirical studies on Africa. 

The review is central in both gaining a preunderstanding of which factors might influence African 

perspectives, but have also contributed to the development of a useful analytical framework in which 

African perspectives can be studied. The use of both qualitative research interviews and a thorough 

interdisciplinary review of existing knowledge and literature allows me to better obtain and 

understand the cultural, historical, political and social elements of the values, opinions, behaviors, 

and perceptions of the interviewees thus, contributes to providing comprehensiveness to the complex 

picture of how people experience a given research issue. The issue of migration and migration 

cooperation is marked by great complexity and interdisciplinary lines thus, further underline the need 

to grasp a wide ranging group of themes in order to understand the dynamics and reasoning behind 

African perspectives. 

 

3.1.1 Researcher reflections, acknowledgements and reservations 

Drawing on the interpretive paradigm throughout my research has de-emphasized the focus on facts 

and assumptions about objective measurement (as in the positivist paradigm), and allowed for own 

interpretation and observation in answering the posed research question. In this sense, I am aware and 

acknowledge that my research contains interpretive elements and that my overall research and thesis 

is mediated by different influences, such as the researcher’s bias, the context of the study, the audience 

for which the text is prepared, and the theoretical framework. I have also acknowledged my own 

subjectivity and role in the research process, since my experience in the field, reflexivity and 

interpretation of the qualitative data is inevitable going to influence my research. As noted by Denzin 

and Lincoln (2008), “All research is interpretive; it is guided by the researchers set of belief and 

feelings around the world and how it should be understood and studied” (Denzin and Lincoln 

2008:32).  

 

The outcome that the qualitative researcher obtains includes detailed descriptions and understandings 

that are based on the perspectives of the participants in the social setting where the research takes 

place. Here, it is crucial that the researcher is aware of his or her influence on the outcome, due to the 

close contact between the participants and the researcher (Denzin and Lincoln 2008). My background 
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as a researcher plays a role regarding the appearing results as my historical and cultural world 

perspective also affects the results. Therefore, it can be argued that the results are not fully objective. 

The qualitative interview is socially constructed as it is an interaction between two people, where 

both affect each other’s actions. In this regard, I particularly considered how my Danish/European 

background might affect the interview process. In this regard, I was aware of not being judgmental 

or ‘one-sided’ in my question formulations about, for instance, the prioritization of migration and 

(lack of) implementation of migration polices in Africa. This may have implication for the critical 

dimension of this study, but was asserted as necessary to establish a trustworthy and open research 

environment. Moreover, I was aware of the wider contemporary politicized context and the sensitivity 

it gave migration issues during my data collection. The unusually large influxes of migrants and 

refugees to Europe, referred to as a ‘migrant crisis’ (Oxfam 2016), was ongoing during my research 

process and collection of data, therefore further politicized an already contentious political issue. This 

context has most likely influenced not only the collected data, but also choices relating to research 

design and process.  

 

The overall nature of this study’s research question and arguments presented throughout this paper 

draw into a more fundamental question, which I find vital to be addressed before analyzing African 

perspectives. Namely, to what extent we speak of Africa as a singular whole. By attempting to study 

‘African’ perspectives, I run the risk of partiality and over-generalization, and therefore find it 

necessary to account for my choices and thoughts in this regard as well. Given the huge size of the 

African continent, the complexity, and diversity of migration characteristics and experiences, as well 

as the diverse economic, political, and security situation of individual African countries and regions, 

we cannot talk of a unified and undifferentiated perspective on migration in Africa. It is thus important 

to state that this paper acknowledges the diversity of experiences within Africa and will thus not claim 

to provide a complete picture of African perspectives on migration since such do not exists. The 

perspectives of African states very much vary and depend on which types of migration experienced 

by a country. Nonetheless, this thesis will talk of ‘African’ perspectives in terms of the instances of 

collective assertion of SSA states in relation to widespread challenges of weak institutional and 

political capacity, poverty, economic and ecological encounters. Moreover, this research project 

mainly address the multilateral level of migration management, thus seeks to study Africa as a unified 

and collective international player and partner in managing the global challenges of migration.  
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3.2 Data collection and analysis 

In order to answer the posed research questions, it was essential to collect empirical data from 

different actors and experts involved within the policy discourse and agenda of African migration. 

The analysis is informed by interviews carried out during a field study in Ethiopia in March and April 

2016, as well as desk research on theoretical and empirical studies on Africa. This section will outline 

and specify the methodological choices behind the collection of data, sampling of interviewees and 

structure of interviews.  

 

3.2.1 Interview and data collection method  

The main data material stems from 6 formal interviews with different stakeholders, advisors and 

experts engaged within the policy agenda on migration in Africa. The interviews were carried out 

between 22 March and 28 April 2016 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. When the data material is about to 

be collected, the researcher must choose between naturally occurring data and generated data (Ritchie 

& Lewis 2009). Naturally occurring data includes observations, documentary analysis, conversation 

analysis and discourse analysis, whereas generated data includes in-depth interviews and group 

discussions (Ibid.). The collection of data through in-depth interviews has been chosen for this study 

as the participants are given more opportunity to elaborate on their viewpoints in a direct and explicit 

way. Moreover, observations would not provide sufficient in-depth information about African policy 

actors and migration experts’ subjective perspectives, concerns and understandings of migration and 

migration management.  

 

Since direct empirical data addressing Africa’s interests, concerns, and perspectives within the 

migration discourse is very limited, I had to rely on interviews as primary source of information. The 

interviewees all represented different influential institutions within regional and continental policy 

levels in Africa and were chosen due to their involvement in and knowledge of the political and 

policymaking aspect of migration matters in Africa. While some interviewees were direct policy- and 

decision-makers of African positions to migration management, others had a consultant and advisory 

role in determining and formulating African policies on migration. The experts worked either as 

consultants or as officials within policy institutes, international organizations and EU agencies, and 

had practical experience and knowledge of African perspectives on migration and migration 

management. Besides research interviews, I gained information by approaching key informants 

working in advisory and research capacities on international migration in Africa, as well as 
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participation in meetings and events on international migration during African Development Week 

in Addis Ababa from 31 March to 5th April 2016.  

 

3.2.2 Sampling technique and frame 

The sampling technique was characterized by both the purposive and snowballing sampling strategy. 

I relied on a purposive sampling strategy to select my interviewees since I already knew that I wanted 

to illuminate the perspectives of influential African policy actors directly or indirectly involved in the 

policy formulation on migration in Africa. My interviewees were thus selected based on particular 

requirements and characteristics: they had to be influential policymakers or stakeholders in the 

African migration agenda whose answers could represent the African political view on migration. 

Based on research and prior work experience on migration management in Africa through my 

internship at Denmark’s Permanent Representation to the EU during fall of 2015, I had prior 

knowledge on which African actors could be considered relevant in this context.  

However, I also needed to rely on a snowballing strategy for sampling my interviewees as there were 

only limited African officials engaged within the policy field of migration in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 

The continental union, African Union (AU), has only few officers dealing with the issues of migration 

and since it was not possible to set up interviews with government officials from Ethiopia, it was 

necessary to sample interviewees from international organizations and policy institutions with 

knowledge on the subject. The selection of interviewees was thus also based on the knowledge of 

employees at the Embassy of Denmark in Addis Ababa working on migration-related issues, as well 

as my participation in the African Development Week. It would have been interesting to interview 

African government officials and to include their outlook on the given research issue. However, after 

consulting with advisors and diplomates, as well as trying to contact the Ethiopian authorities with 

no luck, it became obvious that this would not be an option for my situation and me. 

The snowballing sampling strategy is sometimes regarded as being biased (David and Sutton 2011), 

as it is based on the researchers social network and hence makes it difficult to replicate the study. 

However, as mentioned, only few African actors and experts are involved within the policy agenda 

on migration (in Addis Ababa), thus the choice of participants may not be considered problematic. 

Due to the nature of this study, the amount of interviews should not be regarded as being of ultimate 

significance. Rather, the professions and role of interviewees in the policy agenda on migration in 

Africa are essential to the usefulness and applicability of the gathered data material. I succeeded in 
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interviewing officials, advisors, and experts from different influential organizations and advisory 

policy institutions involved within the policy aspects of migration in Africa. View table 1 below for 

the full list of interviewees including date, time, and location of the interview as well as their 

professional position and work placement. 

Overview interviewees 

Interview 

no. 

Name Title/professional 

position 

Organization/work 

placement 

Date, time and location of 

interview  

Interview 1 Mr. Philip 

Bob Jusu 

 

Migration Officer African Union (AU) Wednesday 13 April 

2016, 11 AM. 

 
African Union 

Headquarters 

P.O. Box 3243 Roosvelt 

Street,  W21K19 
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 

Interview 2 Dr. Mehari 

Taddele 
Maru 

 

Former Programme 

Coordinator for 
Migration at the AU 

Commission, Lead 

Member of the AU 

High Level Advisory 
Group, Chief 

Strategy, Peace and 

Security and 
Migration Consultant 

for IGAD and 

Adjunct Assistant 
Professor at Addis 

Ababa University 

AU Commission, AU 

High Level Advisory 
Board, the 

Intergovernmental 

Authority on 

Development 
(IGAD), and Addis 

Ababa University 

Friday 15 April 2016, 

16.30 PM.  
 

Office building near 

Dinberwa Hospital  

22 Area, Hewlet Road, 
Addis Ababa, Ethopia.  

 

 

Interview 3 Mr. Ron 

Hendrix 
 

Program Manager – 

Migration, Mobility, 
Employment & 

Higher Education 

EU-Delegation to the 

African Union 

Wednesday 20 April, 

10:30 AM. 
 

Kirkos subcity, Kebele 10, 

Roosevelt Street 
P.O.BOX 25223/1000 

Addis Abeba, Ethiopia 

    

Interview 4 Mr. Ruben 
Alba 

Aguilera 

 

Second Secretary 
 

EU Delegation to the 
African Union and 

IGAD 

Wednesday 20 April 
2016, 09:30 AM.  

 

Kirkos subcity, Kebele 10, 

Roosevelt Street 
P.O.BOX 25223/1000 

Addis Abeba, Ethiopia 

Interview 5 Miss Aida 
Awel 

Chief Technical 
Adviser 

International Labor 
Organization (ILO) 

Thursday 21 April, 10:00 
AM.  
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The UN ECA compound 

Kazanchis, Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia. 

Interview 6 Miss 
Takyiwaa 

Manuh 

 

Director, Social 
Development Policy 

Division 

United Nations 
Economic 

Commission for 

Africa (UN ECA) 

Friday 22 April, 10:00 
AM. 

 

The UN ECA compound 
Kazanchis 

Table 1: Overview of interviewees 

All of the interviews were audio recorded to ensure the best possible validated and reliable 

presentation of the perspectives of the interviewees as well as the opportunity to use their own words 

in the analysis of this study. The exact wording and details are of great importance in understanding 

and illuminating viewpoints, thus it is essential to not misunderstand or misinterpret words, which an 

audio-recording will minimize the chances of (Davies and Hughes 2014). Nevertheless, I did have 

concerns prior to the interviews regarding audio recording since migration is a fairly sensitive 

politicized topic. However, since my research is mostly concerned with regional and continental 

policy levels, I avoid the sensitivity, which is primarily evident within national government systems.  

3.2.3 Interview guide and structure 

The interviews were conducted as semi-structured interviews with mainly open-ended questions. A 

semi-structured approach allowed me to determine the main themes and some specific questions 

beforehand, but still allowed room for follow-up questions, which might clarify the positions and 

perspectives of the interviewees, minimizing the risk of incorrect information (Kvale 1996). The 

interviews mainly featured open-ended questions, yet also entailed a couple of closed ones. The 

choice of asking mainly open-ended questions was due to the main object of exploring views, 

perceptions, and attitude towards migration and migration management, thus it was important for the 

interviewees to speak freely and have enough time and flexibility to express their views and thoughts. 

However, on questions where I would like a more straightforward and clear answer, I asked closed 

questions (e.g., on a scale of 1-10, how would you state that migration is generally prioritized within 

African national agendas?). Nonetheless, I always gave the interviewees the possibility to elaborate 

since many questions were quite broad and deserved more attention. I used follow-up questions to 

further examine the interviewees’ viewpoints and opinions, or to prompt further reflections. I also 

repeated or asked more in-depth to the answers given to further clarify that I understood the 

interviewees’ standpoint or perspective correctly.  
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The interviewguide were developed based on the subjects of analytical interest and based upon the 

findings and themes identified as relevant in the above review of literature and knowledge. All 

interviews were carried out face to face in order to fully optimize the advantages of the qualitative 

research method. The interview sessions ranged from 1 hour to 1.5 hours and evolved as 

conversations, which allowed the interviewees to elaborate on issues of particular relevance seen from 

their perspective. Before each interview, the interview guide were adapted to the specific interviewee. 

Questions were deleted, added and reworded if found necessary. However, most of the questions 

remained the same, as I deliberately wanted to capture the different perceptions and perspectives on 

the same issues. None of the interviewees demanded anonymity, thus I have chosen to quote each on 

the interviewees so the reader can have the opportunity to make own interpretations and meaning of 

the statements.  

3.3 Method of analysis  

This section outlines how the collected data material will be analysed and which methods that will be 

used in order to make sure the analysis is valid and generalizable. As mentioned above, the data 

material are generated through in-depth interviews with 6 different experts and actors involved with 

the policymaking dimension of migration matters in Africa. The interviews have resulted in a heavy 

amount of taped data material which was first transcribed, then coded with themes and then a 

thorough analysis based on the outlined themes have been accomplished.  

3.3.1 Transcription and coding process 

The interview data was processed through transcription and coding with the objective of analyzing 

data and gaining an overview of the interviewees’ viewpoints and preoccupations on the main 

identified themes. A transcription is “…a translation from one narrative mode – oral discourse – into 

another narrative mode – written discourse” (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015: 204). I have transcribed all 

interviews, which have made data analysis more thorough and has made it possible to return to 

statements which proved to be key for capturing particular understandings. During the transcription 

process, I was aware of the difference between the interview, which is a social interaction, and the 

transcription which is written. An awareness of this is important, as some elements may not be distinct 

in the transcription, such as time of voice, irony, bodily expressions etc. (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015). 

After transcribing the interviews, the coding process began where relevant paragraphs within 

specified categories were coded for the purpose of creating a foundation for the wider analysis and 

act as the first step within the analysis process. The coding process consisted of finding patterns and 
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organizing them in relation to the identified themes to gain a better overview of, as well as provide 

meaning to the different statements and perspectives within the interviews on the different themes of 

the analysis. I did not apply a closed code list, but gave particular attention to information relevant 

under each the three previously identified analytical themes: 1) Perception; 2) Prioritization, capacity 

and political will; and Migration relations with the EU and European states.  

3.3.2 Structure of analysis 

According to Braune and Clarke (2006), the interpretations of data material must be consistent with 

the theoretical framework in order to produce a successful thematic analysis. As a result, I have 

structured my analysis section on basis of themes of analytic interest identified in the above review, 

as this creates coherence between and understanding of theory and analysis. The extensiveness of the 

research question and analysis of perspectives required prior knowledge of the African political, 

economic, cultural, and social phenomena in order to establish a relevant and worthwhile foundation 

for conducting wider research. The analysis will consists of three themes in which an 1) ‘exploring 

section’ and 2) ‘understanding section’. The ‘exploring section’ will be data-driven and based on 

common themes and issues emphasized by interviewees. Information in this section is based on 

research interviews, unless reference is made to written sources. The ‘understanding section’ will be 

based on empirical studies and assumptions on African political, historical, cultural, geographic, and 

socio-economic dimensions. Each theme will also entail a sub-section seeking to summarize and 

reflect.   

3.3.3 Areas for future research    

In order to build stronger evidence for a comprehensive analysis and future conclusions, the research 

method for the study can be broadened by collecting more qualitative data and include more 

(government officials) actors in order to get a more detailed picture. Specific country case studies can 

be conducted and compared to gain a deeper understanding and more varied and detailed picture of 

African perspectives and positions on the given subject. For future research in this area, it would also 

be interesting to include a comparative study on European and African approaches to migration and 

migration management. Doing so might contribute to a deeper understanding of common issues of 

interest and enhance the possibility of synchronized migration policies. 
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4. Analysis 

The aim of the following analysis is twofold: Firstly, it will seek to illuminate African perspectives 

on migration and migration management based on information from the gathered data material. 

Secondly, it will seek to explain and understand these perspectives by drawing on theoretical and 

empirical assumptions on African political, cultural, historical, and socio-economic structures. The 

analysis is structured in three thematic sections, which will act as the overall analytical framework. 

Lastly, the analysis is concluded by engaging in a discussion presenting the main findings of the 

analysis and offers analytical reflections and associations to the wider field of migration theory and 

the dominant theoretical perspectives on international migration within.  

4.1 Analysis of themes  

Based on the previously identified issues of analytical interest, this analysis will attempt to cover the 

following; 1) How is the migration phenomenon in Africa and international migration management 

perceived by the interviewees. 2) What challenges do the interviewees view in regards to 

implementation and formulation of migration policies in the African context. Here, attention is given 

to the challenges of institutional and political capacity, willingness, and prioritization of migration 

matters by African states and institutions. 3) What are the interviewees’ outlook and concerns in 

regards to Africa’s migration relations with EU and European states.  

Please view the tables below for a foreseeable overview of the thematic framework of this analysis.  
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  THEME 1  

Perceptions of migration and migration management 

1.  Exploring perspectives 2.  Understanding perspectives 

1.1 Migration is a positive force for Africa 2.1 Potential development benefits 

1.2 Migrants also contribute to receiving countries 
2.2 Mobility as an economic and cultural part of 

life 

1.3 Possible policy solutions 2.3 Urbanization and social disorder 

1.4 Most migration occur within Africa  

Table 2: Overview of theme 1. 

THEME 2 

Prioritization, capacity and political will to manage migration 

1.  Exploring perspectives 2.  Understanding perspectives 

1.1 Prioritization of migration 2.1 Physiological obstacles and political beliefs  

1.2 Comprehensiveness, competing priorities and 

continental-level sceptics  

2.2 Border dynamics and non-state authorities 

Table 3: Overview of theme 2. 

THEME 3 

Migration relations with the EU and European States 

1.  Exploring perspectives 2.  Understanding perspectives 

1.1 Symbolism and self-interest 2.1 Migration challenges traditional power relations 

1.2 Lack of substance and parallel processes 2.2 Historical marginalization of Africa  

1.3 The issue of Eritrea   

Table 4: Overview of theme 3.  
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4.1.1 Theme 1: Perceptions of migration and migration management 

 (1)       Exploring African perceptions of migration and migration management  

Opposing perceptions exists, when it comes to the phenomenon of international migration and its 

opportunities and challenges in sending and receiving countries. It has long been questioned and 

debated whether international migration can contribute to the development of both sending and 

receiving countries, or whether migration leads to negative consequences in terms of local job loss, 

conflicts, and violence in countries of destination and loss of labor and intellect in countries of origin 

(see e.g. Katseli 2006; Friedberg and Hunt 1995). The debate on international migration has also been 

ongoing in African countries and institutions, where the pros and cons of brain drain and brain gain, 

diaspora, remittances and return migration has been debated in the context of national and regional 

African development (Adepoju et al. 2008). The following section will outline key issues, 

perceptions, and preoccupations of African policy actors on the issue of migration and migration 

management. In analyzing the data material, a number of common issues were emphasized by 

interviewees, which can be summarized under the following headings:  

 

1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 

Migration is a positive 

force for Africa 

Migrants also 

contributes to receiving 

countries 

Possible policy solutions Most migration occur 

within Africa 

Table 5: Common issues identified through research interviews.  

 

 (1.1)        Migration is a positive force for Africa 

“Migration is within Africa. We consider migration in a positive light; remittances, transfer of 

knowledge – we look at it from the positive aspects” (Jusu, AU, 2016). 

Among the interviewed African policy actors, advisors, and migration experts, international (and 

regional) migration is widely perceived as a positive force for Africa and as an important contributor 

to the socio-economic development of the continent. The different challenges posed by migration was 

also vastly recognized, especially the emigration of skilled professionals.20 Yet, despite the challenges 

posed by migration, all interviewees underlined how they chose to view migration in a positive light. 

                                                   
20According to the IOM (2010), Africa has been losing 20,000 professionals each year since 1990, a trend assumed to be 

one of the greatest obstacles to Africa’s development (Ratha et al. 2011) 
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Jusu (AU, 2016) maintained that the AU “have always looked at migration from a positive angel”, 

and “had been concerned with the issue of migration many years before migration became important 

for Europe.” It was commonly expressed amongst all interviewees that migration consisted of more 

opportunities than challenges and the social, political and economic opportunities of migration for 

both sending and receiving countries was immensely highlighted; financial remittances, and the 

positive value of social transfers - importing of skills, knowledge, and technology. Migration was 

also perceived as a positive factor, because it leads to a balance in the supply and demand dynamics 

in the labor market and because international labor migration was believed to be an opportunity for 

Africa to cope with its future levels of youth unemployment. This point is further elaborated below. 

The positive perception of migration in Africa was further underlined by Hendrix (EU-AU, 2016) 

and Alba (EU-AU, 2016), who noted: “Migration is not seen as a problem, it is seen as an 

opportunity” (Alba, EU-AU, 2016); “The African side looks more at the positive side of migration 

than we do in Europe; the remittances, the brain gain and return of mobility within Africa” (Hendrix, 

EU-AU, 2016).  

Some interviewees eagerly stated that while many contested opinions on how to best manage 

migration exist, the positive perception of migration was evident on all policy levels in Africa. This 

notion was however, nuanced a bit by other interviewees: “The RECs and the AU are more pro 

facilitation and pro migration, but not all member states; all countries may share this view” (Alba, 

EU-AU, 2016). The ambivalence toward migration is evident on national levels of Africa, where 

several African governments have made use of emigration controls and erected barriers in terms of 

job discrimination, and removal of migrants (de Haan 1999).21 Reasons for this ambivalence was 

according to Alba (EU-AU, 2016) that, “many politicians feel that they have to protect their labor 

market, and the level of skills. In Ethiopia, you have a very limited high-skilled labor force. They are 

afraid of opening up and have a lot of workers from other countries.” In this sense, the policy 

challenges and concerns of migration were not believed to be immensely different in Africa from 

other places in the world according to Alba (EU-AU, 2016), who noted, “It is the same concerns and 

issues of security. The debate regarding the advantages and disadvantages of migration are exactly 

the same [in Africa and Europe].”  

 

                                                   
21Ethiopia and Nigeria illustrates examples of African countries with the desire to control population movements. Mass 
expulsions of migrant workers and illegal ‘aliens’ have taken place in e.g. Ghana and Nigeria throughout history (de Haan 

1999).  
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 (1.2)       Migrants also contribute to receiving countries 

“There is a perception that one party is benefiting more than the other. We don’t recognize the 

contributions that the migrants are making on receiving countries” (Awel, ILO, 2016).  

A common issue greatly emphasized by all interviewees, was the challenge of misconceptions and 

stereotyping of migrants in receiving countries. All interviewees voiced great frustration with the 

stigmatization and criminalization of migrants and tended to complain that notions of African 

migration is steered and shaped by undocumented evidence, perceptions, and stereotypes. It was 

argued that African migrants were put in a negative light by being persistently associated with 

trafficking, terrorism, crime, and fraud. Jusu (AU, 2016) noted, “I think many people in Europe 

believe that Africans are involved with criminal activities and terrorism in Europe, which is not the 

case. They [African migrants] do not want to have issues with the police.” Contrary to such images, 

all interviewees claimed that the majority of African migrants “just want to live dignified lives where 

their rights are respected, where they feel they contribute to their societies” (Manuh, UN ECA, 2016).   

In this regard, the need for a global change of mindset and recognition of the need for migrant labor 

was vividly spoken of by the interviewees. Receiving countries should fully acknowledge 

international migration as something that is impacting positively upon all stakeholders and actors, 

and not just benefiting the sending countries. While interviewees were happy with the renewed 

political and academic attention given to the links between migration and development, they 

commonly stressed how focus on the potential development impacts of migration had been narrowly 

concentrated on the benefits gaining sending countries. Interviewees expressed a wish for receiving 

countries to acknowledge that mobility can contribute to positive changes and opportunities for both 

sending and receiving countries, rather than focusing solely on how migration benefits African 

countries. This was especially stressed in the following quote by Awel (ILO, 2016), who noted, “I 

find that the challenge for better cooperation comes from that there is always this perception that one 

will benefit better. So African migrants migrating to Europe is the African benefit, and that Europe 

is only left with the pieces of have to support the migrants.”  

A general feeling of frustration was obvious and frequently expressed by all interviewees over the 

lack of recognition of the need for migrants, appreciation for migrant labor and the great contributions 

migrants have on receiving country’s economies: “The remittances that they send back are a small 

proportion of what they produce. If migrants are buying houses, it means that they are helping the 

real estate market. They are consuming water and electricity. This is all goods and services. They are 
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buying food and clothes. They are contributing to local economies – they are making investments” 

(Manuh, UN ECA, 2016). Moreover, it was repeatedly underlined how migrant workers mostly do 

the unglamorous, low-paying manual jobs which indigenous people are increasingly reluctant to take 

up. These low-skilled migrant workers help sustain jobs, and without these migrants some services 

could not function since “these are the people who make the whole system function (…) these are the 

people to be admired” (Manuh, UN ECA, 2016). Awel (ILO, 2016) further noted that, “at the end of 

the day, migrants are filling the labor markets that the local, or the nationals are not filling. So it 

does help to the economic growth of receiving countries, not only the sending countries.” 

 (1.3)       Possible policy solutions 

“The demographics in many societies, especially in Europe, are below replacement – they do need 

migrants. So how do you organize this in a systematic way which also does not compromise the 

development of the African countries?” (Manuh, UN ECA, 2016).   

In relation to how migration can be effectively and successfully managed, several policy solutions 

were emphasized among the interviewees. Primarily, the need for indirect broader economic and 

social transformations in African societies was mentioned: “When you are dealing with migration, 

you don’t just have to start with migration. You can start with industrial production and the way in 

which society is organized. Health care, etc., changes the ways in which the way society is organized 

and the dependences of society” (Manuh, UN ECA, 2016). The crucial need to rethink and revisit 

existing unfair trade regimes was highlighted as something that should be a key element in discussion 

regarding African development and migration matters. Maximizing of legal migration and mobility 

opportunities was another solution pointed to by all interviewees as essential to combat irregular 

migration. Several interviewees expressed a wish to adopt more flexibility into migration agreements 

and policies that would allow African citizens to travel, study abroad, and work in other places of the 

world. The contrary, ‘border crackdown’ policies that “lock people up” (Manuh, UN ECA, 2016), 

were believed to divert irregular migration to more dangerous areas and discourage circular migration 

as guestworkers who settle in their receiving country decide not to return to their home countries after 

their work contracts end, because of the difficulties of reentering.  

However, the policy solution, which seemed to occupy the majority of the interviewees was the future 

global labor shortages in both skilled and unskilled sectors, which is the result of a long-term trend 

of ageing populations in developed countries. Presently, the total fertility rate is below the 

replacement level in all industrialized countries, resulting in significant labor shortages for the 
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economics of OECD countries (UN 2015b; European Commission 2015c). 22 The combination of a 

global need for more workers and the fast growing African workforce was said to be a “silver-bullet 

to the policy solution” (Mehari, AU-IGAD, 2016), and thought of as “a big opportunity for Africa” 

(Manuh, UN ECA, 2016). A circular, temporary labor migration program, if conceived on the 

appropriate scale, was by interviewees believed to have the potential to significantly lower the number 

of illegal migrants from African countries. Moreover, it was suggested as being able to vastly increase 

the probability that the human rights and dignity of migrants would be respected.  

Yet, as argued by several interviewees, in order for such a comprehensive global framework to 

develop, it would require that international migration is recognized as a global challenge by the 

international community, and not just regarded as Africa’s problem. Furthermore, the need for 

especially skilled migrants posed additional difficulties. Manuh (UN ECA, 2016) noted, “This is a 

big opportunity, but it has to be planned for, and it has to be paid for. Who pays for this training? 

Should it only be the African countries, which already do not have enough resources? Is this seen as 

a global challenge? Will there be a global fund to support the training of these people? (…) How do 

we find global solutions, or come up with global answers that are addressing regional and local 

needs?” The challenges of meeting this opportunity was also addressed by Alba (EU-AU, 2016), who 

noted that, “We [Europe] will also need people with more skills there are lacking in the labor market. 

But here is the miss-match. Because what we normally get is refugees, and maybe some low-skilled 

migrants.” 

 (1.4)       Most migration occur within Africa  

“Internationally - in Europe, they think that a lot of people are intending to travel to Europe. Which 

is wrong. The majority of migration happens within Africa” (Mehari, AU-IGAD, 2016).   

When looking at migration from an African perspective, as done so throughout this thesis, migration 

within Africa is a theme of great concern and importance to African policy actors, also clearly marked 

throughout the research interviews. All interviewees noted that the current discourse 

disproportionately emphasizes migration to Europe and neglects migration within the African 

continent. All interviewees repeatedly highlighted that the majority of African migration flows are 

                                                   
22In the years to come, the share of the working-age population in the total population will decline in all countries of the 

EU. The working-age population in the EU is expected to decrease by 52 million by 2050 (Eurostat 2005). Such 

developments will have a huge impact on overall economic growth, the functioning of the internal market and the 

competitiveness of EU enterprises (CEC 2005; European Commission 2015c). 
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found within Africa with only a limited number of migrants going to European countries. Manuh (UN 

ECA, 2016) pointed out that 80 percent of Africans who migrate do so inside the continent, while 

only 15-20 percent taking the route to Europe.23 The extensive attention given to Africa-Europe 

migration and the assumption that “all Africans want to live in Europe” (Jusu, AU, 2016), was 

claimed to be wrong when beholding the actual number of Africans migrating to Europe: “if we really 

look at the numbers of African coming to Europe, it is not that much. The largest nationals are from 

Eritrea. Ethiopian migrants to Yemen were about 100.000. When you look at the data, it is not a 

major number as such. But because of the lack of data, we always make this assumption” (Awel, ILO, 

2016).24  

 

Because of the large volume of intra-regional migration as well as the growing number of African 

migrants migrating to Middle Eastern countries, Manuh (UN ECA, 2016) noted that, “For some 

countries, migration to Europe is not really important. It is the migration to the Middle East and the 

Far East that is important. So those countries are not really even listening to Europe. The dominant 

majority is not going to Europe but to other places.” All interviewees found that intra- and 

interregional African migration was of high priority, and that the importance of facilitating legal 

migration within Africa should be recognized more in policy discussions on migration and 

international development cooperation with external partners. This point clearly stressed by Jusu 

(AU, 2016), who said, “The EU should support institutions to enhance internal mobility within Africa 

– that should be key. If there are more legal migration opportunities in Africa, then I would guarantee 

that Eritrea and Ethiopian would move in Africa instead of migrating to Europe.”  

 

 (1.5)       Reflections and remarks  

Perceptions are central to political action and behavior (Paoletti 2011). It is thus interesting to 

examine how African policy actors perceive the migration phenomenon and how they view its 

opportunities and challenges. Such knowledge may further assist in gaining a fuller understanding of 

the African policy agenda on migration. Interviews clearly showed that international migration is 

widely viewed and regarded as a positive force for Africa. This positivity is especially evident at the 

                                                   
23According to the United Nations Academic Impact (2016), about 25 percent of African migrants go to Europe. It is 

estimated that African migrants are overwhelmingly located within the eight sub-regional economic communities in 

Africa: 80 percent in the west, 65 percent in the south, 50 percent in central Africa and 47 percent in eastern Africa. The 

exception in northern Africa, where about 90 percent of its emigrants move to other localities outside Africa.  
24As of 31 May the main nationalities of migrants arriving in Italy were: Eritrean (10,985), Somali (4,958), Nigerian 

(4,630), Syrian (3,185), Gambian (2,941), and Senegalese (2,328) (IOM 2015b). 
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continental and regional policy levels in Africa, while ambivalence characterize national systems. 

International and regional migration is very much linked to and recognized as important to the socio-

economic development of African countries. Particularly, financial remittances, the importation, and 

transfer of knowledge, ideas, skills, and technology, as well as reducing the ranks of the unemployed, 

was pointed out as important contributions to both sending and receiving countries. While migration 

is increasingly addressed in African political programs (elaborated in the following sections), 

especially due to its linkages to national development, it was clear that facilitation of inter-continental 

and intra-regional integration and mobility opportunities is perceived as a greater priority by African 

policymakers than Africa-Europe migration. The common belief is that the number of African 

migrants taking the route to Europe is marginal, thus inter-continental and regional migration, as well 

movements to Middle Eastern migration destinations, has attracted far greater political attention. 

Moreover, recognition of the fact that “They [Africa and Europe] both need each other” (Awel, ILO, 

2016), as well as the positive contributions that migration bring to receiving countries was vividly 

expressed by all interviewees, also in relation to the future demographic labor challenges facing 

Europe. The need for Europeans and the rest of the international community to view African 

migration as a global challenge, and not just as a problem for Africa, was considered paramount in 

order for a mutual beneficial international system to develop.   

(2)       Understanding perceptions of migration and migration management  

A crucial factor in the African optimism towards migration can be linked to the ‘discovery’ of large 

inflows of economic and social remittances25 and the potential of Diaspora’s linkages. 26 However, 

this section also suggests that other dynamics impact and influence the position and perspectives of 

African policy actors. By engaging in a framework that takes into account the larger political, 

geographic, ecological, demographic, and historical complexities of (Sub-Saharan) Africa, a deeper 

and more inclusive understanding of African perceptions and perspectives can be achieved. In this 

pursuit, the following headings are identified: 

 

  

                                                   
25Economic remittances are largely characterized as money earned or acquired by non-nationals that are transferred back 

to their country of origin. Social remittances are defined as ideas, practices, minds set, world views, values and attitudes, 

norms of behavior and social capital (knowledge, experience and expertise) (IOM 2011). 
26Diaspora members are migrants, ex‐migrants or migrants’ descendants, and they are also inhabitants, often workers, 

who contribute to the society in which they live. They can mobilize resources and human, social, economic and cultural 

“capital” (IOM 2011) 
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2.1 2.2 2.3 

Development potential of 

migration 

Mobility as a social economic 

and cultural part of life 

Urbanization and social disorder 

Table 6: Common issues identified through empirical material.   

 

 (2.1)      Development potential of migration 

In recent years, much research has been done on the role of migration in the national development of 

countries of origin. Considerable attention tends to be given to how financial remittances can 

contribute to development and it is claimed to be the central and most tangible link between migration 

and development (Ratha 2007). Along with the growing volume of African migrants, remittances 

have become an increasing source of income in many SSA countries. The empirical subject of 

remittances has also become an area of theoretical debate as there is now a large amount of literature 

on the subject. Inherent in the literature on remittances, general conclusions about both amounts and 

the use of remittance differ. 27 Nevertheless, recent research argues that recorded remittances to Africa 

have grown dramatically over the past decade, reaching nearly US40 billion in 2010 (Ratha et al. 

2011). 28 This increase means that remittance inflow to Africa was equivalent to 2.6 percent of 

Africa’s gross domestic product (GDP) in 2009, meaning that after foreign direct investment (FDI), 

remittances are the continents largest source of foreign inflows (Ratha et al. 2011).  

Evidence of the potential development benefits of remittances are still vague, but cross-country 

analysis and evidence from household surveys suggests that remittances can help reduce poverty in 

origin communities and help to sustain and enhance the livelihoods of poor resident members (World 

Bank 2011). Remittances are typically used to pay for health care services, education fees, insurance, 

real estate investments, enhancing agricultural production, as well as often being a source of capital 

for the establishment of small businesses (Ibid.). Other authors adopt a less positive view and notes 

that there are flaws and caveats to the idea of remittances as a cure for lagging development (see e.g. 

Sachs 2005; Singh 2015; de Haas 2007b). For instance, Singh (2015) believe that much academic 

literature has shown an unrealistically positive image of the impact of remittances on household 

consumption, investment, and poverty reduction. She notes that the countercyclical nature of 

                                                   
27The volume and impact of remittances to African countries widely differ within literary accounts and research due to 

the lack of accurate data necessary to capture the effect of remittances. Furthermore, only about half of the countries in 

Sub-Saharan Africa collect remittance data with any regularity, and some major receivers of remittances report no data 

at all (Ratha et al. 2011) 
28Divided roughly equally between North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa (Ratha et al. 2011) 
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remittances can also result in adverse effects by creating a public moral hazard problem whereby 

governments shirk their public responsibilities. Conclusions by de Haas (2007b) further suggest that 

if states fail to implement general social and economic reform, migration and remittances are unlikely 

to contribute to nationwide sustainable development.  

Diaspora-based development efforts are also vastly suggested as being a powerful development 

resource (Newland & Patrick 2004). For many countries, the diaspora are a major source of FDI, 

market development, technology transfer, philanthropy, tourism, political contributions, as well as 

more intangible flows of knowledge, new attitudes, and cultural influence (Ibid.). African countries 

have the largest diaspora groups living in and outside Africa, and the potential contributions of the 

diaspora to the continent’s development are believed to go far beyond personal remittances, addressed 

above (Ratha et al. 2011). African countries are becoming aware of the role of migrants whose 

contributions through remittances, investment, expenditures, the transfer and importation of skills, 

entrepreneurial activities and social change, are considered to be important elements to national 

development strategies. This is shown by the growing number of policy initiatives29 developed by 

African governments aimed at increasing the flow of remittances and/or ensuring a more productive 

investment of money, as well as efforts to intensify contacts with Diaspora populations.  

 (2.2)        Mobility as a social, economic and cultural part of life  

To gain a broader understanding of why international (and regional) migration is viewed positively 

in an African context, it makes sense to look beyond African migration as promoted only by poverty 

and conflict. Instead, African migration can be seen as a cultural aspect by looking at the larger social, 

political, geographical, demographical, and ecological patterns that first and foremost exist in SSA. 

By considering the relationship between mobility, natural resources, and society in Africa, the role 

and importance of mobility in the lives of poor, as well as wealthy people living in Africa, is better 

understood. The physical geography and environment of Africa is central to this understanding, as 

people living in Africa are faced with several natural disadvantages and thus uses migration as a local 

strategy of survival and accumulation. As emphasized by Manuh (UN ECA, 2016) “People see 

                                                   
29Several African countries have developed policy initiatives aimed at intensifying contacts with diaspora members. Some 

countries have developed online databases, which provide an opportunity for Africans abroad to advertise their skills 

(South Africa, Nigeria, Benin and Burkina Faso). Others have instituted a Ministry of/for Diaspora (Nigeria, Senegal, 

Mali, Rwanda and Argentina) and organized meetings and conferences for members of the diaspora (Ghana, Senegal, 

Rwanda and Ethiopia) (Adepoju et al. 2008; Black et al. 2004).  
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migration as part of their livelihood options”, indicating that population movements in Africa should 

be viewed as an integral part of social, cultural and economic life in Africa.  

The ecological circumstances in tropical Africa are believed to be much less favorable than in many 

other tropical regions of the world (Bloom & Sachs 1998). SSA and especially the Sahel regions 

inhospitable climate, unfavorable topography and fragile ecosystems have resulted in particularly 

scarce economic and ecological resources (Black et al. 2006). Farm laborers are often forced to 

abandon work and life in rural areas and migrate to the cities or to neighboring countries in search of 

richer lands to farm or for a remunerated job in the city (Ibid.). Agriculture employs 65 percent of 

Africa’s labor force (World Bank 2007), and studies suggest that occupational diversification in rural 

areas is often inextricably linked to mobility (Tacoli 2002). 30 Further exemplified by the finding of a 

staggering 50-80 percent of rural households having at least one migrant member across all wealth 

categories (Tacoli 2002; Black et al. 2006). This demonstrates both the necessity and propagation of 

migration as a strategy for livelihood and a coping mechanism to secure family survival. The ability 

to move must therefore be understood as being of fundamental importance and significance to 

millions of people living in SSA.  

Empirical studies (see e.g. Winge 1998; Cleaveland 2002; McDougall & Scheele 2012; De Bruijn 

2007) indicate that people are also encouraged to move because of cultural and social norms. The 

culture of mobility is evident in several historical and ethnographic accounts of SSA, which points to 

a connection between the ability to move and local hierarchies (Cleaveland 2002; McDougall & 

Scheele 2012). Mehari (AU-IGAD, 2016) also pointed to the social and cultural dimensions of 

mobility in Africa and stated, “[The decision to migrate] is not only based on economic calculations 

and investment to migrate “I spend 5000 USD and will get more,” but also extra emotionally issues. 

You have to migrate; people migrate. I ask people, “how are you and your family doing?” –“Oh 

good, my son is in Canada and another in Denmark”. This is the measurement and indicator of the 

well-being of the family. This makes it very, very problematic. It is a deep cultural issue and culture 

is not built overnight, and cannot be reconstructed overnight.”  

                                                   
30A review of Africa-wide issues based on field studies in Mali, Nigeria and Tanzania notes that occupational 

diversification in rural areas is often inextricably linked to mobility, whilst ‘migration has been a key factor in shaping 

Africa’s settlement patterns and households’ livelihoods’ (Tacoli 2002; Black et al. 2006) 
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 (2.3)       Urbanization and social disorder  

As previously presented in the above review, increased population growth and vast levels of rural-

urban migration movement places excessive pressure on urban areas within African states and have 

become a major concern to many African governments.31 The share of Africans living in urban areas 

are projected to grow from 36 percent in 2010 to 50 percent by 2030, which is considered the highest 

urbanization rate in the world (World Bank 2015). This vast urban growth creates considerable 

challenges for governments in terms of managing sustainable urban development, providing for 

housing, electricity, water supply, health care, education, and jobs (Urdal & Hoelscher 2009). From 

such a perspective, this section’s underlying argument is that the dynamics of population growth 

causes any engagement in containment policies to be asserted as highly undesirable and unrealistic 

by African states and leaders for various reasons.  

Firstly, rapid urbanization in the context of unemployment and poverty is by several studies claimed 

to be a main contributor to political violence, armed conflict, and social disorder (Goldstone 2002). 

Rapid population growth can give rise to conflicts over scarce resources, generate encounters over 

limited employment opportunities and cause disorder due to changes in the local balance among 

ethnic groups (Goldstone 2002). Research also suggests that semi-democratic regimes experience 

more social disturbance because the lack of institutional arrangements allow people to voice their 

grievances nonviolently at the same time as such regimes generally lack the capacity to effectively 

suppress dissent (Urdal & Hoelscher 2009). This interrelates with empirical assumptions previously 

presented in the literature review, which argue that the majority of African people have historically 

favored migration as an ‘exit-option’ rather than staying and voicing their political discontent (Herbst 

1990). Outward movement is still considered the favored exit-option by dissatisfied African citizens, 

as it is not only the ultimate protection for those dissatisfied with the state (because it physically 

removes them from the reaches of political authority), but it is also the ultimate threat to the state 

itself (Ibid.).  

Secondly, African states are facing daunting challenges when it comes to extreme future rates of 

youth unemployment. Africa’s population is the youngest in the world where children under the age 

of 15 accounted for 41 per cent of the population in 2015 and young persons aged 15 to 24 accounted 

for a further 19 per cent (UN 2015b). Eleven million youth are expected to enter Africa’s labor market 

                                                   
31Based on evidence that finds 78 percent of African governments have implemented policies to reduce migrant flows to 

large cities (UN 2008). 
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every year for the next decade (World Bank 2015), and by 2040, African countries will have the 

world’s largest workforce surpassing those of China and India (Page 2012). The capacity of African 

governments to generate viable employment for its youth have been further weakened by the limited 

size of internal markets and the disadvantages imposed by globalization (Adepoju et al. 2008). Thus, 

the demographic pressure on urban areas in African states is likely to continue and without the ability 

to provide this group of young Africans with jobs, the risk of political protests against the regimes, 

riots, and domestic social disorder is an expected possibility.  

 (2.4)       Reflections and remarks  

Based on literary assumptions presented above, this section claims that a range of underlying social, 

cultural, ecological, socio-economic and political structures are influencing the African perception of 

the migration phenomenon as well as their approach towards international migration management. 

Much scholarly and political attention has been given to the growing volume of the potential 

development impacts of migration on countries of origin, which surely proves an obvious incentive 

to why African policy actors wish to facilitate and maximize mobility and migration opportunities 

for its citizens. However, this section also includes the perspective that facilitation of legal migration, 

or even more so, the reluctance towards restrictions of mobility for Africans going to Europe cannot, 

and should not, be understood only in relation to the inflows of remittances generated by African 

migrants abroad. The ability to move is of fundamental importance to millions of people living in 

Africa and has historically been a central and integral element in the economic, social, and cultural 

reality of African communities. To millions of Africans, migration is a livelihood choice, a coping 

mechanism, a survival strategy, and one of the only political instruments available to protest against 

deteriorating and unsatisfactory circumstances. Viewing African migration in this manner, allows for 

a broader understanding of the fundamental importance that the ability and choice to move has on the 

existence and freedom of African people.  

If African governments and policymakers choose to control and restrict population movements in and 

out of Africa, they deprive millions of people of the ability, choice, and right to move. Along with 

the enormous population growth, intensifying demographic pressure in urban areas and growing 

African workforce, I argue that the containment of African people are not only perceived as not being 

lucrative by African governments and policymakers in terms of migrants’ remittances, but are also 

being perceived as highly dangerous and destructive to the internal stability of African states. 

Migration has historically been a fundamental component of many Africans livelihood, and thus to 
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suddenly close borders and control cross-border movement will most likely result in massive 

domestic tensions, riots, and violent protests. Additionally, public discontent will likely challenge 

and jeopardize the authority of current African state leaders, further proving why the restriction and 

containment of migration and migrants is perceived as highly unfavorable by African governments 

and policymakers. Such a perspective was, indeed, outlined by Mehari (AU-IGAD, 2016) who noted, 

“there will be a lot of backlash if you are to put a lot of restrictions on movement of borders. These 

are ancient communities who move seasonally and if you try to stop them they will fight you – they 

have arms.” 

Moreover, the growing young African population is increasingly mobile and searching for job 

opportunities across national borders. It will be a tremendous challenge for weak African states to 

convince such a large group of unemployed youths to stay at home. Likewise, it is not viewed as 

desirable for African leaders to keep these citizens at home, as it will intensify the already disturbing 

population pressure on urban areas in Africa. Most African governments cannot generate employment 

opportunities or basic social services for the welfare of their citizens. Thus, if their citizens chose to 

search for jobs across national borders, it relieves pressure on domestic unemployment, reduces 

population pressure in urban areas, and relieves pressure on already limited resources and basic 

services.  

4.1.2 Theme 2: Prioritization, capacity and political will to manage migration  

 

 (1)       Exploring views on prioritization, capacity and will to manage migration  

“Black Africa’s forty-odd states are among the weakest in the world. State institutions and 

organizations are less developed in the Sub-Saharan region than almost anywhere else” (Jackson and 

Rosberg 1982:1). While there have been improvements in many African countries since the 

conclusions of this literary work, weakness in governance and capacity is still believed to be the 

central cause of Africa’s difficult experience over the last decades (Commission for Africa 2005). 

Capacity32 is considered weak in most SSA states due to poor systems and incentives, poor 

information, technical inability, untrained staff and lack of money (Ibid.). Furthermore, insufficient 

resources has inhibited Africa from investing in technology, health and education systems, roads, 

power grids, telecoms, affordable housing and water supply and sanitation, causing many states to 

still battle with basic pressing matters such as poverty, lack of physical infrastructure, infectious 

                                                   
32Here defined as the ability to design and deliver policies 
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diseases, and uneducated citizens (Adepoju 2010). The aim of this section is to explore the views of 

African policy actors on which challenges they believe are facing African states in national policy-

making on migration. In addition, the section will attempt to reflect upon whether migration 

management is considered a policy priority and concern by African governments and institutions, 

when burdened with other immediate challenges of poverty, unemployment, and socio-economic 

insecurity. Based on common issues raised throughout the research interviews, the following 

headlines have been identified:  

 

1.1 1.2 

Prioritization of migration Competing priorities, comprehensiveness and 

continent-level skeptics.  

Table 7: Common issues identified through research interviews.  

 

  (1.1)       Prioritization of migration  

“It is wrong to say that migration is not a policy priority [in Africa]. But I can see why from a 

European perspective, people would say that” (Jusu, AU, 2016). 

Across SSA as a whole, most countries have no consistent migration policy (Adepoju et al. 2008; 

Black et al. 2006; IOM 2010; Adepoju et al. 2009). Only two officers are responsible for managing 

the migration unit and its activities within the Department of Social Affairs in the AU – a small 

number compared to the estimated 400 within the EU on the same matter (Klavert 2011; IOM 2010). 

However, the views of the interviewees on whether migration is prioritized within political agendas 

in Africa were diverse. While some argued that African states were generally not much concerned 

with the issue of migration in national policymaking, others argued that migration had indeed become 

a high priority in many African state systems. Mehari (AU-IGAD, 2016) noted that in general, 

migration as a policy issue in Africa “is not one of the 10 top priorities/issues.” According to some 

interviewees, migration was only prioritized in national and continental policy programs due to the 

increased international (European) political attention on the issue of international migration 

management. As noted by Mehari (AU-IGAD, 2016), “Migration is something that they [African 

governments] address if they are nagged by the European Union (…) If it was not a priority in 

Europe, I am not sure it would be in the African Union.”  
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This belief was further maintained by the reluctance of AU member states to contribute resources to 

the policy area of migration in the AU: “AU will not locate money on migration from member states 

contribution – because member states will not allow it and will have it used on something else. They 

[AU member states] will say: ‘Why are you putting money on this issue, we only have a small amount 

of money, why are you putting millions on migration? Put it on roads and other issues’” (Mehari, 

AU-IGAD, 2016). Other interviewees stated that there were definite determination and political will 

amongst African states to prioritize migration in policy programs, but that “capacity is lacking to 

manage all aspects of migration” (Jusu, AU, 2016). 

To the discussion of prioritization and political will to manage migration, interviewees drew attention 

to the number of public policies aimed at optimizing the potential contributions of migration to 

development. Interviewees highlighted the measures taken by African states to ensure the protection 

and rights of migrants and migrant workers33, combating trafficking and smuggling of migrants34, 

and attempts to facilitate overseas employment, especially with Middle Eastern countries35. Awel 

(ILO, 2016) noted, “You can see their commitment by revising their proclamation for oversees 

employment and for trafficking and smuggling, so you can clearly see that it has become a priority 

for most countries because they can see the effect it has on their own citizens: migrants are being 

more exploited”. The concern and preoccupation of protecting migrants from abuse, exploitation, and 

the dangers of terrorist groups was, in addition to the interest in optimizing development impacts of 

migration, argued as an issue of significant importance to many African governments and institutions: 

“Africa wants to support migration governance so migrants will not go through unsafe routes. The 

Ethiopian government does not wish that migrants ended up as slaves by ISIS. Neither do they wish 

to see their citizens walk through the desert (Mehari, AU-IGAD, 2016).  

These stated priorities and concerns on policy by the interviewees above, reflects the expression and 

priorities of the AU policy frameworks on migration36 and the Protocol on free movement of persons, 

                                                   
3311 African countries are signatories to the ILO Migrant Workers Convention. This is more than in most other world 
regions (Black et al. 2004).  
34 In the African context, the 1981 African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights prohibits slavery and human trafficking. 

The Charter is beefed up by the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the African Child and Protocol of the Rights 

of Women, which makes specific provisions on the protection of women and children against slavery. The Ouagadougou 

Action Plan to Combat Trafficking in Human Beings, Especially Women and Children, adopted by the African Union in 

November 2006 (Tseliso 2015) 
35E.g., the labor agreement signed between Ethiopia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) designed to protect the rights 

of its citizens who move to the UAE for jobs as domestic workers (Bilateral 2016). 
36 African Common Position on Migration and Development, and the Migration Policy Framework (both adopted in 

2006). 

http://www.achpr.org/instruments/achpr/
http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/africa/afchild.htm
http://www.achpr.org/instruments/women-protocol/
http://www.achpr.org/instruments/women-protocol/
http://www.au.int/en/sites/default/files/Ouagadougou%20Action%20Plan%20-%20E.pdf
http://www.au.int/en/sites/default/files/Ouagadougou%20Action%20Plan%20-%20E.pdf
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establishment and residence of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). In 

these agreements, policy importance has predominantly been giving to strengthening the role of 

migrant’s in national development, combating trafficking and smuggling of migrants37, limiting the 

departure of skilled migrants (brain drain)38, policy initiatives with the aim of promoting the 

protection of migrants and migrant workers39, as well as enhancing the potential benefits of intra-

regional migration.40  

 

 (1.2)       Comprehensiveness, competing priorities and continental-level sceptics  

“Europe has always liked comprehensiveness and Africa too in some ways. However, I feel that you 

should not go comprehensive, if you cannot deliver. Don’t over-promise because it will frustrate 

many things” (Mehari, AU-IGAD, 2016).  

 

While efforts have been made on the continental and regional levels in Africa to establish and develop 

concrete policy initiatives on the issue of migration, only few conventions, treaties, and agreements 

have actually been implemented and ratified by national parliaments or translated into national laws 

(Adepoju et al. 2008; Broekhuis 2006; Soulama 2005). The reason for the general lack of 

implementation and enforcement of migration policies in Africa is, according to the interviewees, a 

result of several dynamics: Competing priorities, the comprehensiveness of migration policies, and 

the reluctance to adopt policies formulated at the continental level.  

Interviewees maintained that African states was mostly concerned and occupied with the pressing 

development challenges facing many African states, such as food insecurity, unemployment, poverty, 

and health. The tangibility and direct impact on the human welfare of African citizens made these 

challenges a much greater concern to African governments. In this regard, Mehari (AU-IGAD, 2016) 

noted that, “Unemployment and poverty is a very tangible priority. Policies on unemployment are 

                                                   
37ECOWAS members adopted a Political Declaration and Action Plan against trafficking in human beings in the West 

African region in December 2001, which commits West African governments to ratify and fully implement relevant 

international instruments for strengthening laws against human trafficking (Adepoju et al. 2008).  
38Some countries are actively involved in how to retain people or to bring them back, whereas others are actively trying 

to locate and lure their experts into strategic positions in order to generate development benefits. These efforts are often 

linked to northern programmes (MIDA, TOKTEN; in Senegal, Ghana and Burkina Faso). (Adepoju et al. 2008) 
39Initiated in 2000 by the IOM and the International Migration Policy Programme (IMP)7, is the Dakar Declaration signed 

by most West African countries and serving as a plan of action to promote the protection of migrants and to strengthen 

their role in development (Adepoju et al. 2008) 
40E.g., ECOWAS countries who are also members of the West African Economic and Monetary Union (WAEMU) are 

creating a common market based on the free movement of persons, goods, services and capital and the right of 

establishment of persons carrying out an independent or salaried activity (Articles 4, 91 and 92 of the WAEMU Treaty). 

These countries are Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea Bissau, Mali, Niger, Senegal and Togo (Gnisci 2008). 



  

 

Page 55 of 96 

 

something that African states are very interested in. If the government does not take care of the user, 

the user will take care of them. Because unemployment is a trigger and accelerator and national 

political fundamental so the governments are forced to respond to this.” In contrast to these tangible 

and visible challenges, the policy issues of migration were appointed as being just the opposite: “If 

someone leaves a community to go to another country and try their luck, it is not as visible. It is not 

really putting pressure on policymakers to deliver” (Alba, EU-AU, 2016).  

Interviewees also commonly stated that the majority of migration policies and strategies proposed by 

international partners and African institutions were considered too comprehensive and unrealistic in 

the eyes of African governments and policymakers. Mehari (AU-IGAD, 2016) stated that, “The 

norms are so progressive, that they will require a complete transformation of national systems and 

that also means about power and economy and resources and that affects the system. It needs to be a 

very gradual process otherwise you cannot expect any immediate change in government behavior.”  

To this line of thinking, interviewees drew attention to the inadequate organizational and 

infrastructural capacity of African countries to deal effectively with readmission of their nationals, 

documentation, and identification of nationals, surveillance, and border control measures. 

Interviewees viewed the operationalization of these policy measures as tremendously difficult, even 

with the existing assistance and support of international partners. Mehari (AU-IGAD, 2016) noted, 

“The reason why Valletta41 will not work is because of return- and readmission, because that will 

require more resources to send migrants back and determine, who is from Eritrea, who is from 

Ethiopia. That is very difficult. Why would I, as the Ethiopian president, spend my migration officers 

and spend my resources on determining which nationality migrants have? Many migrants will not 

say whether they are from Ethiopia or Eritrea.” 

In addition, several interviewees emphasized the general reluctance of African governments to 

implement policies formed at continental levels: “Some countries feel as if they will be severely 

affected if they follow the continental perception of migration (…) there are big gap in political will 

and determination to implement policies that are decided in Addis Ababa. While they are in Addis 

Ababa, they will agree on a lot of things/policies and promise to implement them but when they leave 

the airport, they will forget all about it” (Mehari, AU-IGAD, 2016). A central explanation for this is 

likely attributed to the reluctance of African states to voluntarily share elements of sovereignty, as 

                                                   
41 Latest EU-Africa Summit on Migration, November 2016 in Valletta, Malta.  
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well as neo-patrimonial tendencies, in which the fulfilment of continent-level recommendations are 

less of a priority than the continuation of personal rule (van Wyk 2007).   

  (1.3)       Reflections and remarks   

Institutional incapacity and inadequate resources is without doubt an important factor constraining 

African governments and institutions from managing migratory flows and effectively formulate and 

implement migration policies. Issues such as surveillance and policing of borders, ensuring 

readmission and return of irregular migrants, and verification identification processes42 are being 

thought of as highly unrealistic and as a far too comprehensive task due to the limited capacity and 

resources of African national systems. Combined with many states’ more visible and tangible tasks 

of unemployment, food insecurity, and health issues makes effective migration management a lesser 

priority for African governments. In this sense, migration cannot be claimed to be a top policy priority 

in either national or continental policy programs. Nevertheless, this analysis argues that it is wrong 

to say that the policy issue of migration is not prioritized in Africa. Despite migration not yet being a 

consolidated policy field in Africa (Adepoju et al. 2008), migration has gained the attention of 

policymakers and are gradually unfolding in national agendas.  

However, in contrast to their European partners, African policy agendas on migration are not much 

focused on how migratory movements can be controlled or curtailed, but are understood in a much 

more multidimensional manner rather than as an isolated issue. Such a notion was argued by Manuh 

(UN ECA, 2016), who found that migration cannot be viewed and structured as one issue. She noted 

that, “Migration is placed at a certain level, but in terms of the focus on border management, - “don’t 

come, and don’t do this. It does not work” (Manuh, UN ECA, 2016). Instead, African policy actors 

wish for migration to be incorporated into a broader long-term development oriented approach, rather 

than limited to discussion of prevention, migration control or return and readmission. A point also 

made by Jusu (AU, 2016), “In Europe it is all about return, readmissions, and re-integration and so 

if a country is not doing that, they do not feel as if is important. It is about perception. From a 

European perspective, if a country is willing to accept returns, then migration is high on the agenda. 

If you are not willing, then migration is perceived as very low on the agenda.”  

                                                   
42All central issues in EU-Africa migration dialogues as well as many bilateral agreements between African and 

European states (Carrera et al. 2016). 
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 (2)       Understanding perspectives: Ability and willingness to manage migration 

The purpose of the following section is to put forward an analysis that can contribute to a wider 

understanding of the challenges and obstacles confronting African leaders in the implementation of 

migration policies. This section will draw on literary accounts and research suggesting that the 

unfavorable geophysical conditions of Africa has historically constrained African states from 

projecting power over distance as well as developed a different set of political beliefs and conceptions 

of political power and sovereignty than what exist in Western parts of the world. In this sense, this 

section will seek to gain insight in both the ability of African states in managing migratory flows, 

such as physical and political obstacles, but also their willingness in terms of traditional political 

belief-systems and conceptions of power and authority. The following is structured under these 

headlines:  

2.1 2.2 

Physiological obstacles and political beliefs Borderland dynamics and stateless authorities 

Table 8: Common issues identified through empirical material. 

 (2.1)       Physiological obstacles and political beliefs  

Because of Africa’s physical environment - geographic conditions, natural resources and human 

geography, African states do not only face challenges to effectively deal with migratory flows and 

border management in regards to general weak state-capacity and limited resources, but are also faced 

with great physical obstacles in managing and controlling migratory flows across the continents, 

generally, porous borders. Literary research (see e.g. Sachs 2012; Herbst 2000; Acemoglu et al. 2002; 

Austin 2008; Fenske 2012) suggests that the geographical conditions of the African continent - its 

low population densities before the twentieth century, high prevalence of disease, lack of navigable 

rivers for transportation, meager productivity of rainfed agriculture, and shortage of coal - among 

others, are key to understanding political processes and state-capacity in Africa. The power of 

geography thus represents a point for departure in understanding African perspectives on 

management of migration and borders.  

Africa’s size amounts to about a fifth of the earth’s land mass; the United States, European Union, 

Brazil, and China together occupy an area about equal to that of Africa (Gann and Duignan 2000). 

There are 52,581 miles of land-boundaries separating the 48 states in SSA and 109 international 

boundaries (Lucas 2013; Nugent and Asiwaju 1996). Of these boundaries, less than 25 % are 
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demarcated and only 414 roads cross borders in Africa (Nugent and Asiwaju 1996). The lack of, and 

poorly marked boundaries, along with the tremendous landmasses of Africa makes physical control 

of boundaries in Africa through patrols a very difficult and daunting task for many African states. 

Because of geographic, ecological and demographic factors, empirical research claim pre-colonial 

African states found it exceptionally difficult to extend authority from central administrative cities or 

regions throughout the entirely of their territories (see e.g. Herbst 2000; Goody 1971; Kopytoff 1987; 

Gluckman 1965). According to many historical literary accounts of Africa, the physiological 

environment and geographical magnitude of the continent meant that the projection of power over 

distant areas were perceived as too expensive and as too much of a physical challenge to pre-colonial 

African leaders (Herbst 2000). Thus, political control in pre-colonial Africa was exercised of the 

political center and only partial exercise of power amounted to the hinterland (Ibid.).  

Geography and ecological forces are also believed to have influenced state building, economic 

development and institutions in different parts of the world and thus the notion and conception of 

sovereignty and political authority. For instance, in Europe where land was scarce, the European 

feudalism was based on private property in land, which structured a set of political beliefs about the 

nature of sovereignty. Control over territory became linked to notions of sovereignty and successful 

state development, which have since been the principle of international law and the cornerstone in 

the western-originated international system of states (Goody 1971; Herbst 2000). By contrast, 

geographic and climate factors in pre-colonial Africa made the establishment of absolute control over 

particular pieces of land prohibitively costly (Herbst 2000). Land was plentiful and was both 

physically and politically open (Kopytoff 1987) and so, land was not perceived as an important 

political or economic resource to precolonial African rulers. In this sense, African rulers developed a 

much more open and nuanced understanding of land along with different conceptions of political 

authority and governance than the Europeans. African rulers would view a distant territory as owing 

some kind of tribute to him but without the notion that he controlled the actions of the people in the 

outlying areas on a day-to-day basis (Herbst 2000; Kopytoff 1987; Gluckman 1965). Notions of a 

frontier as a boundary was thus largely unknown in precolonial African and no mechanisms or set of 

norms were developed to control the movement of people across boundaries (Asiwaju 1983; Herbst 

2000).  
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  (2.2)       Borderland dynamics and non-state authorities  

Because of African states inability to apply coercive power in the outlying areas of Africa, as 

described above, external powers and ambiguous nature of authority has developed in much of the 

borderlands of Africa (Laverty 2011). Border communities developed in the context of the weakening 

of central state power and border areas in many parts of Africa became regions where multiple poles 

of power exists. Much empirical evidence suggests that these remote border areas of African countries 

are home to complex societies and a fluid political landscape where the state is only one actor and 

not necessarily the most influential or legitimate one (Nugent and Asiwaju 1996; Rabassa et al. 2007; 

Herbst 2000). Example of rebel governance in the African context is the Lords’ Resistance Army 

(LRA), which have skillfully used porous and unmanaged borders of Uganda, Sudan, the DRC, and 

the CAR to evade military actions for the past 20 years (Lahai and Lyons 2015). Also, the Sudan 

People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) in South Sudan and the Union of Islamic Courts 

(UIC) in Somalia (Ibid.). 

The characteristics of border areas make them particular appealing to rebel groups and armed milita, 

since the borderlands of Africa is often sparsely populated and rich in natural resources (Rabassa et 

al. 2007). There is abundant evidence that border communities are profiting from their location by 

engaging in in the smuggling of commodities, weapons, and people. Major market centres are located 

along borders in which illegal trade of diamonds, weapons and locals control drugs as well as 

smuggling (Nugent and Asiwaju 1996; Rabassa et al. 2007). The porosity of the land borders are by 

these groups an essential part of their very mode of transnational existence as they benefit from the 

illegal cross-border activities such as trade and smuggling. Thus, any attempt by African governments 

to close up that porosity becomes a threat to the borderland form of life and is likely to increase 

internal conflict and instability. Studies suggest that other stakeholders are also involved and 

dependent on the cross-border activities in many African countries. For instance, Nugent and Asiwaju 

(1996) argue that the branches of service officers involved with border matters, such as the police, 

customs officers and border guards is generally not paid a living wage. Because of this, such 

stakeholders are often much better placed to use their position and office to make good the shortfall 

and further their own agenda by facilitating illegal cross-border activity and engaging in cooperation 

with smugglers and other criminals (Ibid.).  

The dynamics produced by these borderland communities and stateless actors expands the challenge 

of border management in Africa and shreds new light on the complex task of controlling and 
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managing population movements across African borders. The existence of these multiple power 

forces in Africa provides a broader incitement to understand how the migration and border 

management is viewed as a tremendous complex and comprehensive task by African governments 

and policymakers. The porosity of many African borders are benefiting an extensive number of 

different actors and stakeholders. Thus, to close up that porosity will have disastrous effects for the 

political stability and economic prospects of many border regions. Alba (EU-AU, 2016) addressed 

these borderland dynamics and noted, “If you have a politician who is really trying to enforce border 

control and who tries to stop the flows of migrants, many people will lose and will be unhappy, 

because many people are benefiting from the financial gains of migration.”  

 (2.3)       Reflections and remarks  

This section argues that the context and realities of border management in Africa expands well beyond 

the discussion of African governments’ political will and determination to manage migratory flows, 

as such a discussion fails to capture the consequences and underlying political structures related to 

the control of African borders. African borders are more problematic than borders in other areas of 

the world as they are usually very porous and located in challenging ecological environments. The 

extensive length of many African boundaries in combination with the lack physical infrastructure and 

absence of state institutions dispels any illusion that African borders are susceptible of regular 

surveillance and control. Moreover, African countries face daunting tasks of managing their borders 

because of the existence of criminal borderland communities and rebel groups who have a great 

economic interest in keeping the borders of Africa porosity. These stateless external powers will most 

likely fight any attempt to close up the porosity of borders and result in violent conflicts between state 

authority and non-state communities. The geophysical environment as well as the political structures 

of many African countries is highly useful toward gaining an understanding of why the potential to 

maintain any semblance of border control over most of the land boundaries is considered unthinkable 

by most African governments and policymakers.  

 
Another dimension to the analysis and understanding of why African policymakers are generally 

reluctant to put in place mechanism to control the flow of people across borders is the ethnographic 

and historical studies of pre-colonial African polities. Western-developed notions of power and 

statehood submit that border management is an expression of a state’s sovereignty. However, 

empirical evidence claim that in a pre-colonial African context, notions of power was never tied to 

territorial control since the broadcasting of power over outlying areas of Africa was perceived as too 
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expensive and difficult. The pre-colonial conceptions and political beliefs of sovereignty and state-

authority may provide an additional dimension to the understanding of why African leaders do not 

feel compelled to make significant efforts to manage their borders.  

 

4.1.3 Theme 3: Migration relations with EU and European States 

 (1)       Exploring perspectives on migration relations with EU and European States  

As the intensity of migratory movement between Africa and Europe has increased in recent decades, 

so has the number of various bilateral, regional, and multilateral migration dialogues and agreements 

between the two continents.43 It is now widely recognized from both sending and receiving countries 

that no country can address the challenges thrown up by migration in isolation and that effectively 

migration management can only be done through mutual engagement from both sending and 

receiving countries. This recognition is reflected in the EU’s commitment and willingness to engage 

in cooperation efforts with African countries on migration, which have become a crucial part of the 

external dimension of EU’s migration policy (van Criekinge 2010). Despite EU-Africa partnerships 

are to go “beyond the donor-recipient relationship of the past and reflect a political partnership of 

equals” (European Commission 2007:4), there is a significant body of literature suggesting that the 

responses of African partners in EU-Africa migration engagements have remained peripheral to the 

academic and policy level debates (see e.g. Betts & Milner 2006; Adepoju et al. 2009; Rich 2011). 

Much of the scholarly community claim that Africa-Europe migration cooperation is often no more 

than an attempt by receiving countries to externalize the enforcement of their migration policies 

(Carrera et al. 2016; Mangala 2013; Adepoju et al. 2009). This section aims to explore the viewpoints 

of African policy actors with regard to Africa’s migration relations and cooperation with the EU and 

European states. Based on the outcome of the research interviews, a number of common themes 

emerged, which have been identified under the following headings:  

 

 

                                                   
43At the continental level, Europe and Africa cooperate through Africa-EU Migration, Mobility and Employment 

Partnership, and EU-Africa Summits. At the regional level Africa and Europe cooperate on migration through the Rabat 

Process, Khartoum Process, and Regional Development and Protection Programmes in North Africa and the Horn of 

Africa. On bilateral levels, the EU cooperate with Cape Verde, Morocco, Nigeria and Tunisia through Mobility 

Partnerships as well as through the Common Agenda on Migration and Mobility (CAMM), a CAMM with Ethiopia at 

the Valletta Summit (European Commission 2015a).  
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1.1 1.2 1.3 

Symbolism and self-interest Lack of substance and parallel 

processes 

The issue of Eritrea 

Table 9: Common issues identified through research interviews.  

 

 (1.1)       Symbolism and self-interest 

“They [the European states] will come and say: ‘This issue has become very important for the 

Prime minister’, and after some time – nobody cares” (Jusu, AU, 2016).  

A common feeling expressed among all interviewees was that much of the EU’s and European states’ 

engagement with Africa on migration has been largely of symbolic character. Interviewees said that 

they felt many of the both multilateral and bilateral discussions and negotiations they engaged in with 

the EU on the issue of migration was predominantly aimed at symbolizing that European 

policymakers are ‘doing something’, rather than actually trying to achieve coherent, sustainable and 

long-term policy solutions. Interviewees feared that the symbolism was undermining substance in 

Europe-Africa policies and agreements. Several interviewees criticized the European policy 

orientation to migration management for being reactive, shortsighted and determined by political 

factors. This was for example expressed by Jusu (AU, 2016), who noted, “The EU manage issues in 

terms of political economy factors and political considerations – what the voters say, that is where 

the policymakers go - whether it is right or wrong.” 

Several interviewees pointed to the prevailing and persistent focus of EU migration policies on 

migration control and return- and readmission agreements as an example of the symbolic and political 

nature of Africa-Europe migration engagements. It was stressed that the EU’s strong focus on 

readmission and on African countries’ national clauses is disproportional in regards to its practical 

salience in the actual number of returns to African countries. Thus, the interviewees did not tend to 

see such agreements as very effective ways of limiting irregular migration from Africa to Europe. 

Alba (EU-AU, 2016) widely understood and shared this view. He stated that the predominant focus 

on return and readmission of illegal migrants in EU-Africa migration negotiations “gives the image 

to the Africans that our [the EU] intentions is to basically try to stop people from coming in (…) the 

impression and perception that we give [African partners] is that, ‘yes we are interested in discussing 

migration, but what we basically want, is to try and stop your people from entering our territory’(…) 
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It is marginal – you only have 3000 Ethiopians, and the question is always: ‘can you send all of these 

people back to their countries’” (Alba, EU-AU, 2016).  

The EU’s reluctance to discuss legal opportunities to regular migration and mobility and concrete 

policies on the protection of migrants and instead determined push for border security, control 

measures, and returns agreements left an impression among the interviewees that the EU does not 

take its African partners seriously. Many of the initiatives and agreements proposed by European 

policymakers were seen as vastly unrealistic and asserted as a waste of time in EU-Africa migration 

dialogues. Such view was expressed by Jusu (AU, 2016), “You cannot build a transition center in 

Africa and bring all Africans to e.g. Ethiopia. No one will accept that” (Jusu, AU, 2016). Mehari 

(AU-IGAD, 2016) further stated, “Return and readmission will not work – no country will accept it. 

It might be a good symbol to show the European population that EU is doing something.”  

The pressure experienced by European policymakers from national populations and parliaments was 

understood by all interviewees. One interviewee said that he found a clear distinction between what 

the EU institutions think is the proper and deliberate way to address migration issues and the way 

they react based on pressure from national politics. A belief shared by Alba (EU-AU, 2016), who 

acknowledged pressure from national politics as influencing EU policies on migration. He noted, 

“Now the pressure is on migration, so we have to do something. We have to do something. And it 

doesn’t matter if it is not really coherent; the pressure is there, so you have to do something (...) 

publicly, you have to respond” (Alba, EU-AU, 2016).  

 

Several interviewees feared that the EU’s commitment and focus on the issue of migration is 

predominately ‘a fashion’. Interviewees drew attention to other areas of EU’s policy in Africa where 

the main focus and resources is often placed on ‘hot spot’-countries and immediate concerns, rather 

than discussing preventive and long-term strategies to deal with development and security concerns 

in Africa. This concern was particularly raised by Jusu (AU, 2016), who noted, “Let’s not only 

address the immediate concerns, but let’s also think of the intermediate and long-term concerns. 

When I engage in migration dialogues, it is to sit down and discuss issues of concern before they 

become political issues. Migration is a political issue today, because we have failed to address the 

root causes and the long-term concerns. Today there is so much focus on Horn of Africa, but 

tomorrow that focus might have shifted to Central Africa, Great Lakes Region, or Southern Africa.” 

Mehari (AU-IGAD, 2016) shared this viewpoint and noted, “The problem is that they [the EU] do 

not prioritize between countries. They choose the countries they can showcase later on.” Based on 



  

 

Page 64 of 96 

 

such statements, a general impression among interviewees was that self-interest and symbolism is, to 

some extent, valued over addressing the root causes of Africa’s development, security, and economic 

challenges.  

 

  (1.2)       Lack of substance and overlapping processes  

“What was the need for Valletta? You already have the European-Africa Partnerships and new 

action plans, which you have put a lot of money into. If you start another parallel process, you will 

undermine existing and what you have already done. Focus on what already exists”  

(Mehari, AU-IGAD, 2016). 

 

Further relating to the symbolic nature of migration policies and as a consequence of this, another 

issue raised by several interviewees was the existence of numerous overlapping and parallel processes 

of bilateral, regional, and multilateral migration processes between Africa and Europe. Political 

commitment on migration has been adopted through the Rabat Process, the Khartoum Process, the 

Declaration on Migration and Mobility from the 2014 Africa-EU Summit and most recently through 

the adoption of an action plan and political declaration from the EU-Africa Summit on Migration in 

Valletta, Malta, 2015 (European Commission 2015a). Several interviewees argued that they would 

rather focus on existing processes, as they found that starting up additional parallel processes would 

run the risk of undermining previous agreements and dialogues. This point was for example addressed 

by Mehari (AU-IGAD, 2016), who noted, “Valletta did not bring anything new, except another 

parallel process. It is the same fundamentals about migration governance in Africa, which are also 

present in other agreements. Valletta is because the EU felt the heat from the member states and so 

they had to demonstrate that they were doing something. However, I feel that the danger is that it is 

undermining existing and previous processes. Is this [Valletta] a booster shot or a new agreement? 

If it is a booster shot, then it will help. But if it is another new parallel process, chances are that it 

will just undermine previous agreements and dialogues.”   

Furthermore, interviewees stressed that EU priorities and comprehensiveness was a problem to the 

success of both the policy engagements on migration as well as the wider nature of EU’s development 

efforts in Africa. Several interviewees wished for a more focused and collective effort on existing 

processes with fewer priorities and areas of cooperation. Interviewees wanted the EU to “pick a few 

countries – select a few countries of origin and of few countries transit in Africa and work with the 

AU and the REC’s that they involve. If you have 200 million for 35 countries, the dose is not enough, 



  

 

Page 65 of 96 

 

so you cannot see any change. The medicine might be right, but the dose is too small thus, you might 

not see the changes on the ground. Now if you spend 200 million in one country, the changes you may 

see is huge because you are putting a lot of resources that will make a difference” (Mehari, AU-

IGAD, 2016). 

Moreover, it was seen as a problem by the interviewees that most migration agreements between 

Europe and Africa is done on a bilateral, country-to-country levels. They found that the continental 

process was being greatly undermined by the many bilateral deals that the EU aimed to strike with 

African countries separately. Jusu (AU, 2016) noted that after the EU-Africa Summit in Valletta, the 

EU “went behind AU’s back and started doing a lot of bilateral agreements.” This caused a feeling 

amongst some interviewees of being bypassed and as severely undermining the position and authority 

of the AU in its member states. Jusu (AU, 2016) claimed that, “They [the EU] only want to work with 

us if the bilateral agreements are not working (…) they only work with us when it suits them and we 

do not want to work this way.” A need for more openness regarding bilateral agreements between the 

EU and African countries was widely emphasized as important for successful migration cooperation 

between Africa and Europe.  

 (1.3)       The issue of Eritrea  

“The lack of attention to Eritrea from the EU has undermined the long-term stability of the region” 

(Mehari, AU-IGAD, 2016).  

‘The issue of Eritrea’ was brought up by all interviewees when discussing successful migration 

cooperation between Africa and Europe. Eritrea is one of the main sources of migrants in the Sub-

Saharan region toward Europe (IOM 2015b). Numerous reports and investigations into the political 

and human rights situation in Eritrea have proclaimed that Eritrea has become amongst the most 

closed countries in the world and one of the most repressive and militarized states in the world 

(Human Rights Watch 2014). Reports have stated that Eritrea is operating a totalitarian government 

with no accountability and rule of law and that systematic, widespread human rights violations and 

crimes against humanity in the areas of extrajudicial executions, torture, national service, and forced 

labor are taken place (Ibid.) 

All interviewees expressed great frustration concerning the worsening situation in Eritrea and 

criticized the EU’s approach to Eritrea. It was stated that the EU’s poorly response to the deteriorating 

situation in Eritrea as well as the wider international community’s failed efforts to address the 
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repressive political culture of Eritrea had resulted in chronic instability for whole region. Several 

interviewees argued that the EU’s foreign policy in this area is serving as a magnet for the people 

who wish to migrate into Europe. The EU’s ‘blacklisting’ of Eritrea had, according to interviewees, 

led to a spread that any Eritrean who claims to be an army deserter automatically gets refugee status, 

which has further led migrants from other countries in the region to claim to be Eritreans when they 

enter into Europe.  

Interviewees were frustrated that the EU had not interfered in Eritrea previously, which they found 

had prolonged the regime responsible for thousands of Eritreans trying to flee each month. In addition, 

the general wondering amongst interviewees were why the EU focused so much of its efforts on 

trying to engage in return- and readmission agreements with African states who had a marginal 

number of migrants going to Europe, instead of focusing their efforts in problematic areas. This once 

again led to the widespread criticism of the EU as being too reactive and not effectively responding 

to problems before they blow up. In this regard, Jusu (AU, 2016) stated, “Eritrea, Sudan – number of 

highest asylum seekers in Africa – black listed countries. No one wants to engage in Eritrea. The only 

reason why some focus is on Eritrea now, is because of the high number of asylum seekers.” 

 (1.4)       Reflections and remarks  

Based on the common themes emphasized by interviewees, it was clear that interviewees expressively 

doubted the EU and European states’ commitment toward fighting the root causes of migration and 

the general causes of Africa’s difficult experiences. For some, it seemed that the pressure by EU 

member states to act and display immediate results risked undermining a long-term developmental 

approach to cope and address migration matters. Based on previously experiences in terms of EU 

strategic efforts, a common fear expressed amongst all interviewees was that the issue of migration 

was ‘a fashion’. They feared that the ultimate goal of the EU and European states was not to assist 

Africa in securing development and addressing the longer-term challenges posed by migration, but 

rather responding solely to the interests of the EU and its member states in retraining and curtailing 

migration from Africa to Europe. The latest EU-Africa Summit in Valletta was widely thought of as 

just that – another process with the aim of getting African countries to agree on return and 

readmission, border control and securitization. In addition, several interviews found the EU to be 

overly coercive instead of applying a true partnership model. For instance, the way that the EU had 

re-introduced aspects that were already rejected by African states collectively into bilateral 

agreements with individual African countries was found upsetting to some interviewees. Such actions 
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were argued as greatly undermining continental processes and as creating mistrust between European 

and African partners and institutions – an element needed for effective cooperation. 

 

Interviewees found an inherent imbalance in the migration topics covered in Africa-Europe migration 

relations. The overarching focus was placed on return and readmission, control and prevention 

measures with lack of prioritization of other aspects such as creating legal routes for migration. 

Furthermore, a general lack of substance and coherence in migration policies as well as the reluctance 

to engage in discussion on preventive and long-term perspectives to tackling certain forms of 

migration was widely agreed upon by interviewees as some of the major issues inhibiting successful 

cooperation between the two continents. Interviewees wished for a broadening of migration issues in 

migration cooperation and dialogues as well as more honest discussions of migration management 

between European and African institutions and states. The general attitude amongst interviewees on 

migration relations with the EU and European states are best summarized in a one single sentence 

expressed by Manuh (UN ECA, 2016): “I went to a conference in Germany on the governance of 

African migration, and it was the same kind of thing: Valletta, “bla, bla, bla”. This securitizing of 

the whole problem – throwing money (…).” 

 

 (2)       Understanding African perspectives: Migration relations with EU and European states  

This section argue that in order to understand the motivating forces behind Africa’s engagement and 

perspectives in current Africa-Europe migration relations, it is useful to include the current 

international high politicized context on migration and the traditional power relations between Africa 

and Europe. Africa’s agency and political engagement within the international system has often been 

described as vastly constrained and underlined the preferences and interest of more powerful outside 

actors (see e.g. Harman and Brown 2013; Clapham 1996; Cornelissen et al 2012). This section tries 

to include a different understanding of African agency in Africa-Europe migration relations by 

suggesting that the complexity and transnational nature of migration offers new leverage to African 

countries in negotiations with the EU and European states. This section further asserts that Africa’s 

long experience of political marginalization might additionally prove a wider understanding of 

Africa’s future political behavior in international affairs. These issues will be addressed under the 

following headings:  
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2.1 2.2 

Migration challenges traditional power relations The African experience of marginalization 

Table 10: Common issues identified through empirical material.  

 (2.1)      Migration challenges traditional power relations  

Migration is a crosscutting transnational phenomenon and the EU and European states can do very 

little to steam the growing migratory flows from Africa coming to Europe without the help of African 

governments (Brady 2006; Martin 2015). This is increasingly recognized by European policymakers 

and reaffirmed by the EU’s growing engagement and intent on creating comprehensive migration and 

mobility partnerships and agreements, facilitation of high-level events and intensified migration 

dialogues with African countries (European Commission 2015a).44 Migration is a policy issue that 

has moved from the fringe to the center of diplomatic engagements in the past decades and received 

massive public and political attention. The extraordinary inflow of migrants and refugees into Europe 

in 2015 caused public outcry and intensified the already immense political and media attention on the 

issue (Carrera et al. 2016). Such events have relocated migration from being just an important political 

issue for the EU and European policymakers, to being at the very top of the EU policy agenda (Ibid.). 

As previously discovered, African countries have been under pressure from the EU to adopt a rage of 

restrictive migration policies and the relationship between the two continent has thus continued to be 

characterized as ‘unequal’, ‘unbalanced’ and ‘asymmetrical’ by large parts of the civil society and 

academic community (see e.g. Elgstrom 2000; Holland 2002; Olsen 2005; Adepoju et al. 2009).  

Against this position in the academic and popular literature, this section claim that the high-politics 

sphere of migration has given Africa, as a collective international actor as well as for individual 

African countries, new scope and leverage in forwarding their agendas in international policy aspects. 

According to several scholars (van Criekinge 2010; Paoletti 2011; Cornelius and Rosenblaum 2005), 

migration can be a source of soft power for the benefit of the latter and be used as a power asset by 

African countries in negotiations and dialogues with receiving countries. Paoletti (2011) argue that 

migration challenges the national control logic exercised by states within supposedly clear territorial 

                                                   
44In 2005, the European Council adopted the ‘Global Approach to Migration and Mobility’ (GAMM) which is the 

overarching framework of the EU external migration and asylum policy. This document expresses the desire of the EU 

and its Member States to put migration management at the centre of their relations with African countries (European 

Commission 2011). 
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boundaries and the presumed ‘natural’ dichotomy between inside and outside. In addition, the 

political importance of migration issues in both domestic and foreign policy domains increases the 

value of the relationship for receiving countries. In other words, northern receiving countries 

experience higher costs than some sending countries, which partly contradict mainstream accounts of 

power and allow Africa to influence the course of the migration debates gradually (Paoletti 2011; 

Cornelius and Rosenblaum 2005).  

African countries have succeeded, to an extent, in controlling the outcome of international 

negotiations on migration in relation to their preferences and interests. van Criekinge (2010) notes 

how Africa has successfully repositioned the migration agenda in favor of development and 

established ownership over cooperation schemes. Although the migration dialogue continues to take 

account of migration control, there has been a clear shift in the scope of dialogue. Conceptually and 

policywise, the Partnership on Migration, Mobility, and Employment (PMME) adopted in 2007 

represents the first shift from the part of the EU and its member states from a securitized perspective 

on migration, to a broader global dialogue on migration and development (Mangala 2013). The 

PMME also demonstrates an increased commitment from the EU to discuss increased labor market 

access, which as previously noted, is of great interest to African countries (Ibid.).  

Throughout research interviews, African policy actors expressed great frustration with the degree of 

symbolism and securitization characterizing the EU’s approach to migration. Yet, analysis by Paoletti 

(2011) claims that the pressure and desire of the EU to respond to domestic political concerns, creates 

opportunities for African countries to extract concessions and benefits. The security-based discourse 

on migration is argued as a ‘power resource’ (Ibid.) for African governments in Africa-Europe 

relations, which provides sending countries with renewed strength vis-à-vis Europe. Paoletti (2011) 

notes, the stronger the ‘control dilemmas’ and the ‘anti-migration’ feelings in the receiving countries, 

the more successful the gambits of the sending countries are. Thus, the security-based discourse on 

migration and exclusionary border management practices of the EU can be viewed as favorable to 

African countries, as it provides them with a greater degree of bargaining power and tools for leverage 

in negotiations with stronger and more established states (Ibid.).  

To view Africa-Europe migration engagements in such a manner, assists in achieving an 

understanding of why African policy actors and some African governments are not afraid of voicing 

their discontent with the European approach to migration, as well as stand firm on their demands for 

a more balanced development-oriented approach in migration dialogues with external partners. The 
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consistent reluctance of many African states to engage in return and readmission agreements and 

containment strategies despite extensive external pressures, can thus be explained by the more 

favorable strategic position of many African countries and Africa as a collective international actor. 

Thus, this section argue that African countries should not be viewed as ineluctably weak since there 

is a more complex scenario of loss and gains on both sides.  

However, it is important to note that it is far from every country in SSA who has the necessary 

capacity and strategic ability to extend their influence and push forward national interests in migration 

dialogues with the EU and European states. The geographic position of a country, their importance 

in general EU external policy, their status as origin and/or transit countries, as well as their general 

geo-political situation influences whether the specific country is considered strategic important for 

Europe and thus influence the leverage and power of this country in migration negotiations (van 

Criekinge 2010).  

  (2.2)       The African experience of marginalization  

As highlighted in previous sections, the African continent is often described as relatively powerless 

in international affairs and has historically been perceived as a continent that is “acted upon” (Dunn 

2001:2). The Western historical emphasis placed on the sovereign state as the necessarily 

fundamental unit of socio-political organization in the international system provides a useful 

explanation to why Africa has remained in the margins of the international system. African states 

have been widely deemed as ‘weak’, ‘failed’ and ‘collapsed’ in an international system where 

statehood is defined as the ability to exercise control over territory (see e.g. Jackson 1990; Gros 1996; 

Clapham 1996). Africa’s widespread problem of weak states lacking empirical and juridical statehood 

(Jackson and Rosberg 1982) explains its historical experiences of colonial domination and neo-

colonial subordination and the general inability to influence the international system to better meet 

Africa’s interests and needs.  

While Africa’s economic and political conditions have in some respects improved, weak states remain 

the African norm in an international context and state capabilities and strength still remains a crucial 

determinant of the ability to effectively exercise state agency and to pursue national interests (Harman 

and Brown 2013). In an international system centered on states as the primary actors (Waltz 1979), 

Africa’s weak internal capabilities have constrained its external agency and explain the lack of 

success in pursuing national interests. Several African states are also highly dependent on aid and 

external assistance to provide their citizens with the necessary services, and this dependence also 
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highly impacts and characterize Africa’s relationships with external actors (Whitfield 2009). Indeed, 

the underlying assumption here is that throughout the course of history, stronger parties, especially 

European states, have dominated the weaker states of Africa and largely shaped the international 

environment according to their own interests (Harman and Brown 2013). 

However, in an international environment where migration is considered one of the top political 

priorities, African governments have the opportunity to obtain the attention and favor of the ‘North’ 

and influence and forward their interests and preferences in migration dialogues. Migration represents 

a window of opportunity for African regional and continental organizations to pursue their own 

interests and needs, thus they are that much keener on demonstrating their power to the EU. This 

analysis includes the perspective that Africa’s experience of marginalization may additionally fuel 

African countries aspiration and desire to use this leeway and exercise their increased level of 

negotiation power in its relations and cooperation with the EU and European states. This new leverage 

and bargaining power gives the experience of no longer being just something that is ‘cooperated on’, 

but as being powerful actors with the ability to influence international agendas. Thus, this analysis 

suggests that the collective interest of Africa is to use its new advantage to promote national and 

continental interests in international migration cooperation. This new leverage may also be viewed 

as an opportunity for African actors to reinforce their international legitimacy and grow their presence 

in international decision-making and diplomacy on other policy areas. To engage in such an 

understanding, might additionally provide incentives for Africa, as a global player in the international 

system, to keep migration at the forefront of the international agenda. 

 (2.3)        Reflections and remarks  

The migration sphere represents a window of opportunity for African governments to push forward 

their agenda and interest and to reinforce their role and position in the international system. It has 

often been European policymakers accused of using financial assistance and other incentives as policy 

instruments in their pursuit of getting African countries to cooperate and agree on their priorities and 

interests in migration policy engagements. However, this section propose a different perspective in 

which migration has also been used as a foreign policy tool by African countries themselves as a 

source of diplomatic leeway. This section further implies that the African historical experience of 

political marginalization in the international system might additionally fuel African countries desire 

and aspiration to use their improved bargaining power to extend their influence in other areas of 

international cooperation. Thus, African states may be willing to use the migration issue as a 
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bargaining chip to achieve other goals, and in this sense, would have an interest in keeping migration 

at the forefront of the international agenda. While it is unclear how effective such practices will be, 

this section predicts that the African attempt to stand firm on their demands, exercise international 

agency and openly express their discontent with Africa-Europe engagements, as done throughout the 

research interviews of this study, will continue, since as long as migration is the most important 

international political topic, African policymakers can influence international politics.  

4.2 Discussion  

The first part of this analysis attempted to explore and understand African perceptions on international 

migration and international migration management. Based on research interviews, it became clear 

that migration were extensively perceived as being a positive force for Africa since looked at from 

the hopeful aspects of its economic and development potential. This optimism should not be 

considered a given, as African countries experience both socio-economic gains and losses arising 

from migration. African countries have e.g. lost a substantial proportion of their skilled labor force 

through emigration (the ‘brain drain’), which is believed to have vast implications on Africa’s 

development (Ratha et al. 2011). From an African point of view, a wish for a more open and balanced 

approach to migration and migration management was found throughout the analysis, along with the 

central belief that migration should not and cannot be conceived or structured as a one-dimensional 

isolated issue. Instead, migration was perceived as being an integral component of the socio-cultural, 

economic, and political way of life in Africa. In this sense, short-term and preventive measures aimed 

at containing migratory flows was not viewed as constructive in finding longer-term sustainable 

solutions to deal with the challenges arising from irregular population movements. 

 

To meet the future challenges of irregular migration, African policy actors advocated for the 

promotion of circular migration by expanding avenues for regular migration to European countries 

as a sustainable alternative to irregular migration. In addition, broader structural factors such as 

international political economy and trade relations was pointed to as playing an indirect role as drivers 

for migration and was found as necessary topics to be included in the policy discourse on migration 

and mobility. Moreover, the establishment of an international migration regime was found desirable 

from an African perspective as a possible policy solution to effectively tackle future challenges of 

demographic change in both Africa and Europe. Yet, effective global governance of international 

migration requires a step away from traditional notions of sovereignty towards more open forms of 

political and social association from both countries of origin, transit, and destination. Such a sense of 
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global commitment is, however, the exact opposite of what is currently evolving in international 

discussions on migration governance.  

 

To engage in reflections upon how the findings of this analysis interrelate with theoretical 

perspectives and the wider field of migration studies, this analysis concludes that the perspectives 

found throughout this study can be both connected to traditional theoretical paradigm on migration 

as well as to new conceptual frameworks. Based on empirical accounts as well as research interviews, 

I found that migration is perceived as embedded in the socio-cultural, economic, and political lives 

of people and regarded as a natural livelihood strategy of poor as well better-off people. Migration 

and mobility is viewed as an integral part of the mobile wage system in Africa and as a way of 

securing economic survival. In this sense, the perspectives explored throughout the analysis relates 

to the traditional neoclassical economics paradigm based on the principles of utility maximization, 

rational choice, factor-price differentials between regions and countries, and labor mobility (King 

2012). Such theoretical approaches view migration as a search for labor and emphasize the advantages 

of free labor contrary to the historical-structural theorization, which tend to view African migration 

as a result of an unequal world system. Based on the outcome of research interviews, I find that from 

an African point of view, migrants are widely perceived as active social agents who transform their 

individual and communal material conditions, thus relates to some of the fundamental assumptions 

found in early theoretical perspectives on population movement.  

 

Yet, on a different note, the findings of the analysis imply that the African perspectives are much 

more advanced and inclusive than traditional theoretical assumptions. The findings of the analysis 

contribute to the overall conclusion that the African perspectives on migration have far greater 

recognition and understanding of the fluidity, impermanence, and complexity of migratory 

movements. Generally, findings indicate that from an African perspective, migration is perceived as 

an integral part of broader processes of social and economic change rather than an isolated and one-

dimensional issue, which can be curtailed through tightening of border control and immigration 

levels. Such perspectives reflect the contemporary theoretical realization within migration studies, 

which attempts to reinscribe migration within the wider phenomena of social change and social 

transformation (Castles 2010; Portes 2010). New analytical themes and theoretical approaches within 

the field of migration studies advocate for a more holistic and inclusive understanding of migratory 

processes and suggest that migrant activities are not limited to economic enterprises, but include 
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political, cultural and religious activities as well (Portes 1999). Such an understanding of population 

movement reflects the African perspectives found throughout this thesis.  

 

In this regard, African perspectives are in some respects much more advanced and compatible with 

contemporary theoretical thinking than dominant perspectives of migration in northern receiving 

countries. African perspectives correspond with current global realties and have a deeper awareness 

of the multifaceted and complex configurations of migration and the 

transnational interconnectedness of people, businesses, and economies in contemporary global life. 

Whereas dominant ‘northern’ theoretical assumptions still understand the movement of people within 

a basic framework of a North-South axis, such an understanding is different in the African context, 

since African countries have both the experience of being a country of origin, destination, and transit 

all at once. Additionally, Africa’s long history with migratory movements makes them mindful and 

accepting of the central role of mobility in the economic, cultural, social, and political livelihood of 

millions of people, not only in Africa, but also in other regions around the world.  

 

Another central objective throughout this thesis was to achieve a broader understanding of the 

underlying forces behind African perspectives on migration management. This thesis claim that such 

an understanding can be found by reflecting upon a range of broader issues that influence African 

governments and policymakers. One must understand and include not only the potential socio-

economic development gains of migration, but broader underlying political, cultural, historical, 

geographic, ecological and socio-economic structures that first and foremost exists in SSA. Firstly, 

the central importance of migration in the lives of large parts of the African population as well as the 

historical role of mobility in African communities is found as valuable toward understanding 

underlying political considerations toward international migration management.  

 

The dominant discourse on international migration management between Africa and its closets 

neighbor and external partner, Europe, seem to be geared towards containment and a security logic 

of border control. The conclusions of this analysis suggest that the consequences of enforcing such 

arrangements are perceived as highly dangerous in the eyes of African governments and policymakers 

and as having the potential to exacerbate widespread social disorder and internal stability within 

African countries and regions. To prevent and limit people’s choice, ability and right to move in 

search of safety, livelihoods, opportunity, or the chance to reunite their families, is likely to cause 

public outrage and led to violent protests, riots and social disorder since many people’s livelihood 
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often depend on the ability move, but also because mobility is deeply rooted in the socio-cultural, 

economic and political way of life.  

 

The analysis also aimed at exploring and understanding African viewpoints on institutional and 

economic capacity to manage migration, as well as the political will and determination to do so. The 

analysis finds that political structures, power dynamics, and the foreseeable consequences of border 

control measures expands well beyond the discussion on African governments and institutions 

political will and determination to manage migration. Policing and controlling African borders are a 

tremendous complex and wide-ranging task due to multiple geographic, demographic and political 

dynamics identified throughout the analysis. The weakness of central authority, the considerable 

length of African borders, and the inaccessibility of the terrain and existence of multidimensional 

power structures in border areas offers a fuller understanding of the obstacles and challenges facing 

African leaders in managing migration through a security-based approach. The consequences and 

costs of policing irregular migration is not viewed as either realistic, in terms of insufficient 

institutional, resource, and infrastructural capacity, or as desirable because of the possible devastating 

effects on African societies. Changing demographic configurations in Africa are also a central part of 

explaining and understanding political considerations and perspectives. The rapid population growth 

does not match the available resources and capacity to create employment in many African countries, 

thus in such a context, containment of African migrants is viewed as widely unattractive unless decent 

living conditions and economic opportunities are created.  

 

Lastly, turning towards the exploration of African perspectives on migration relations with the EU 

and European states. One of the most interesting findings in this framework was that while migration 

issues are largely placed on the political agendas in African countries and institutions due to external 

pressure by European policy actors, it is not Africa-Europe migration that is occupying African policy 

actors the most. The most commonly emphasized issue by all interviewees was that most migration 

occur within Africa and the number of migrants going to Europe was perceived as marginal. Based 

on such findings, this thesis claim that the vision of facilitating intra-regional migration in Africa is 

considered a much greater policy priority for African policy actors.  

Besides, concerns was raised over the symbolic nature of Europe’s efforts to migration management, 

and in this sense, it was feared that migration was a ‘fashion’. Mistrust and doubt revolved around 

whether Europe would still have interest in fulfilling commitments to the migration policy-arena and 

the wider development-oriented measures. The dominance of a security-oriented approach and the 
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prevailing focus on strict enforcement policies, border control, surveillance and return and 

readmission were all policy measures regarded as highly unrealistic to operationalize and agree upon. 

This explains the persistent reluctance of many African countries to implement and enforce many of 

the adopted joint programs and strategies on migration.  

 

In 1989, Zolberg (1989) conjectured that “a rise in ‘north-south’ tensions over the issue of migration, 

leading to demands for inclusion of more equitable arrangements within the ‘new international’” 

(Zolberg 1989:423). Such a notion was also explored in the analysis. The transnational nature and 

interdependence of the migration sphere is believed to explain why many African countries have been 

successful in resisting external pressure while also, to some extent, succeeding in forwarding their 

own agendas and development-oriented approach in international dialogues and negotiations on 

migration. The political marginalization of the African continent is assumed to be a motivational 

factor for Africa to continue to make demands and to possibly use the migration sphere as a bargaining 

chip to influence other policy areas of interest. Maybe even allow them to influence and pursue its 

interest in reshaping existing trade relations, which was spoken of as a central part of the continents 

struggle. 

5. Concluding remarks  

Africa is too diverse, and the evidence too sparse for this thesis to pronounce grandiose predictions 

or truths about how ‘Africans’ view migration and migration management. Nevertheless, this study 

hopes to have somewhat widen the international migration discourse and enable and add to our 

knowledge and understanding of the concerns, ideas and interests of Africa in international migration 

debates. The central objective of this study was to explore African perspectives on international 

migration and international migration management and enhance understanding of underlying 

motivational forces and dynamics behind these perspectives. Arguing that research and discourses on 

international migration has focused primarily on receiving states, this thesis placed the migrant-

sending region of SSA in an interdisciplinary context within which political, economic, socio-

cultural, geographic, ecological, and demographic dynamics were found essential in exploring and 

understanding perspectives. One of the central claims of this study are that African perspectives on 

migration are in some respects more advanced and inclusive than dominant perceptions, which tends 

to perceive migration as a problem that can be curtailed and controlled. SSA has the experience of 

being a region of both countries of origin, transit, and destination and has a historical tradition in 
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which migration has been an integral component. Such experiences of migration allow for a wider 

perspective of the phenomenon and its role in a global interconnected world. While such a perspective 

should indeed be considered compatible with the dynamics of a modern globalized world, reality is 

that we live in a world where free movement of capital and information is an encouraged fundamental 

principle while the movement of people is still curtailed. 
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Annex 1: List of interviewees    

The interviews with African policy actors, advisors and migration experts involved with the African 

migration agenda was conducted during March and April 2016 and were a distinct part of the 

empirical research carried out for the overall thesis. This annex presents details of each of the 

acronyms used throughout the analysis. 

No  Acronym  Title  Organisation  Date  Interview 

form  

 
 

1  

Jusu, AU, 
2016 

Mr. Philip 
Bob Jusu. 

Migration 

Officer  

African Union 13.04.2016,  

 

Formal 
interview  

 

 

2  

Mehari, AU-
IGAD, 2016 

Dr. Mehari 
Taddele Maru 

Advisor and 

professor 

African 
Union, 

Addis Ababa 

University, 

IGAD 

15.04.2016 Formal 
interview  

3  

Hendrix, EU-

AU, 2016 

Mr. Ron 

Hendrix. 

Program 

Manager  

EU-

Delegation to 

the African 
Union 

20.04.2016 Formal 

interview 

4  

Alba, EU-AU, 

2016 

 

Mr. Ruben 

Alba Aguilera 

Second 
Secretary 

EU-

Delegation to 

the African 
Union 

20.04.2016 Formal 

interview 

5  

Awel, ILO, 

2016 

Miss Aida 

Awel. Chief 

Technical 
Adviser 

International 

Labor 

Organization 

21.04.2016 Formal 

interview  

6  

Manuh, UN 

ECA, 2016 

Miss 

Takyiwaa 
Manuh 

Director 

 

United 

Nations 
Economic 

Commission 

for Africa 

22.04.2016 Formal 

interview 

Table 11: Acronyms used in analysis 
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Annex 2: Interview guide  

This annex presents the interview guide used in the research interviews. The interview was revised 

and adapted to each interview, but the main structure and skeleton is represented by the interview 

guide below. Due to limited timeframe of some interviews, the highlighted questions represents the 

most important questions to be answered during interviews.   

Introductory remarks 

to interview with … 

My name is Maja Pedersen. I am a student from Aarhus University in Denmark. 

I am in Addis Ababa to talk to different stakeholders involved in the African 
migration agenda, as a part of completing my Master’s thesis at Aarhus 

University. The aim of my Master’s thesis is to explore the African perspectives, 

ideas and concerns on migration and migration management.  

 
I am very happy that you have agreed to talk to me to day and share some of 

your thoughts and views on migration and migration management. I really 

appreciate you taking the time.  

 

Setting the framework 

for the interview  

The interview will last about (30-60 minutes) and will consist of me asking you 

some different questions on which I would like to hear your thoughts, opinions 

and ideas.  
 

Would you mind if I used my phone to audio-record our conversation, so I can 

remember everything afterwards? The audio record will only be used and 

listened to by me. Would that be okay with you? I want to be clear that the 
interview will only be listened to by me and the responses and thoughts that you 

share with me will only be used as data in my project and used by me.  

 

Facts/background 

questions  

1. How long have you worked on the issue of migration in Africa and through 

which platforms? 

 

2. In what way have you, in your work, experienced, if you have, this increased 
policy priority of international migration in Europe and the rest of the 

international community that has been increasing for the past 10 years? 

 

Feelings and attitudes 

towards the African 

migration 

phenomenon  
 

Then I want to know more about how you perceive contemporary African 

migration: 

  

3. Do you view migration as a positive feature for Africa, or do you view as 
problematic for Africa? Or another way to ask: Do you feel as if there are more 

challenges than opportunities regarding migration – or the other way around? 

 

4. What do you view as the main possibilities/opportunities of international 

migration in Africa?  

Do you view any challenges? 

 

Views and opinions on 

migration 

management and 

governance 

5. My first questions will be on how migration is being prioritized within 

African countries’ national agendas: On a scale of 1-10, where 10 is the 

policy area of ultimate highest priority for African states, and 1 being the 

lowest – where would you place migration? Why did you place it there?  
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6. How do African states prioritize different types of migration? 

 

7. What would you argue as the top policy priorities for African states? What 

other issues are migration competing with in terms of prioritization within 
African states (E.g. in Ethiopia, major challenges of drought, food insecurity, 

political unrest, youth unemployment etc.) 

 

8. In what way have you experienced that migration is maybe more of a 

priority for Europe than it is in Africa? 

 

9. Which obstacles do African states face, and how are they hindering 

effective migration governance? / What is the real policy difficulties posed 

by migration? 

 
10. Is these obstacles also the main reasons for why many African states have 

not implemented the continental and regional policies and frameworks on 

migration – or do you see other reasons for this?  
 

11. Is there political will and determination within African states to manage 

migration? 

Do you believe that African states have the necessary capacity and resources 

in order to successfully manage migration?  

 

12. What does it take, in your opinion, before migration can be recognized 

and further prioritized within national plans and strategies? 

 

13. How can coherent policies and strategies on migration on different policy 
levels in Africa be achieved and secured? 

14. How do you think international migration in Africa should be managed or 

governed, in order for migration to become as beneficial as possible for both 

countries of origin and destination? 

 

14. What do you think maximizing legal mobility and opening channels of 

migration would mean for migration in Africa as well as migration from 

Africa? I am thinking in terms of battling trafficking, promoting 

development etc.  

 

15. Do you find it realistic for African states and continental and regional 
organizations to agree on one unified position and approach towards managing 

migration in Africa, which can be enforced and implemented by states?  

 

Migration cooperation 

with Europe 

16. What do you perceive as the main differences between the European 

and African approach to migration management?  

 

17. What do you see as the main differences in how migration is perceived 

and understood in Europe and Africa? I spoke to a member of the AU High 

Level Advisory Group who argued that while some African and European 

states may agree on a harsh line towards managing migration - migration 

is much more associated with crime and as a threat in Europe and not at all 

perceived that way in Africa where it is more the competition of jobs that is 

the center.  
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(Turning towards the Europe/Africa cooperation on migration. EU and Africa 

have many different dialogues and agreements on migration on both continental, 

regional and bilateral levels – if we talk broadly about the political agreements 

and dialogues on migration on continental and regional level) 
 

18. We spoke earlier of the limited capacity and prioritization of migration 

by African states – is this also main reason for why the many of the policy 

agreements and frameworks agreed upon by Africa and Europe been not 

implemented? 

 

19. What do you see as the biggest challenges within the Europe/Africa 

cooperation on migration? Is it the different approach to migration 

management, or the lack of support and recognition for African internal 
migration situation? 

 

20. What, in your opinion, could make the cooperation between Africa and 

Europe on migration more efficient?  

 

21. In what way do you believe that the EU can best support actors of 

migration governance in Africa? 
 

22. How do you perceive the cooperation with Europe on migration? Is it an 

equal partnership from your perspective? 
 

Anything else? Is there anything else you would like to say or ask before I leave? 

 

Closure  Thank you very much for answering my questions and allowing me to hear your 
views and thoughts on this subject. I hope I have not taking up too much of your 

time.  

 
Table 12: Interview guide 


