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The Great Uprooting
Migration and Displacement in an Age of Planetary Crisis

1.

Much, if not most, of my work is about migrants and dis-
placed people, so it is scarcely surprising that the so-called Euro-

pean “migration crisis” of 2014–16” caught my attention. Like millions 
of others around the world I was riveted by media reports about the 
refugees who were then making their way to Europe via the Mediter-
ranean and the Balkans. 

At a certain point, as I followed the coverage, I noticed something 
that I couldn’t quite make sense of. The European media were more 
or less unanimous in claiming that the refugees were from war-torn or 
economically devastated countries in Africa and the Middle East —  
Eritrea, Somalia, Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and so on. But when I looked 
closely at photographs and television footage I saw many faces that were 
unmistakably from the Indian subcontinent. Indeed a large number 
seemed to be from the part of the world where my own origins 
lie — Bengal.1 

On looking deeper into the matter I learned, from official UN statis-
tics, that Bangladesh was near the top of the list of the countries of origin 
of the migrants and refugees.2 This was completely at odds with the 
media narrative about refugees fleeing from war-torn and economically 
devastated countries. There are of course many simmering political con-
flicts in Bangladesh — as indeed there are in every South Asian country. 
But the level of violence in Bangladesh does not even begin to approach 
that of, say, Syria or Afghanistan or Eritrea.3 Nor can it be said that 
Bangladesh’s economy is in dire straits: the country has actually been 
one of the top performers globally for the last few years; its growth rate 
surpassed India’s in 2018. It is a fact also that according to some social 
indicators Bangladesh has done better than India: average life expec-
tancy in the country is now seventy-two years, as opposed to sixty-eight 
years in India and sixty-six in Pakistan. Indeed Bangladesh’s performance 
has been so impressive that a leading economist recently commented 
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that the country is “on a path that would have been unimaginable just 
two decades ago: toward becoming an Asian success story.”4

Having just published The Great Derangement: Climate Change and 
the Unthinkable, it was perhaps inevitable that I should begin to won-
der whether the exodus from the Indian subcontinent was somehow 
related to climate change. The fact that many of the migrants were 
from Bangladesh seemed to support this idea.5 As is well known, the 
Bengal delta is extremely vulnerable to climate change, and it is pro-
jected that tens of millions of Bangladeshis will be displaced by climate 
change in the coming decades.6 

Given all this it seemed natural to assume that climate change was 
somehow, invisibly, pushing people out of Bangladesh. Why else would 
so many young men — and the migrants were indeed overwhelmingly 
male, and young — be undertaking dangerous journeys across west 
Asia and North Africa to Europe? 

Such answers as I was able to find in the media tended to be for-
mulaic: it was often said, for instance, that the migrants had set off in 
search of “a better life.” To me this seemed to raise many questions: For 
instance, what is a good life? How is that life imagined? What are the 
images and promises that give shape to the idea of a better life? On 
examination it turned out that the phrase “better life” was just another 
meaningless marketing slogan.7 

Media reports rarely probe into the motivations of migrants in any 
depth. This may be because the journalists who write about “the migra-
tion crisis” are overwhelmingly Western and their interests tend to be 
focused on matters of policy, public welfare, and so on. Moreover, and 
most crucially, very few of these journalists are familiar with the lan-
guages of the migrants. It struck me that this might be a barrier to 
understanding some aspects of this phenomenon.

Because of the circumstances of my birth and education I happen 
to speak three languages that are widely spoken among migrant com-
munities: Bengali, Hindi/Urdu, and Egyptian Arabic. This might, I 
thought, provide a different perspective (and I am now convinced that 
this is indeed the case). So in 2017 I decided to spend some time in 
Italy to see what I could learn from the migrants themselves and from 
the people who work with them.8 The concern that was uppermost 
in my mind at that time was climate change. Was it possible, I asked 
myself, that the European migrant crisis marked the beginning of a 
long-predicted era of mass “climate migration”?9
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2.   

According to Sunil Amrith, one of the world’s foremost his-
torians of the environment and of migration, “One of the things that 
the history of the Bay of Bengal teaches us is that we need to be 
careful not to simplify the relationship between the environment and 
migration. While sudden environmental change, crises, or disasters can 
certainly be a cause for migration, you learn that it’s not as simple as 
that; we’re not just talking about anthropogenic climate change.”10

The truth of this quickly became apparent to me in the course of 
my conversations with Bengali migrants in Italy. The people I spoke to 
insisted, almost without exception, that environmental changes were 
only one of many factors that had shaped their decision to leave. Of 
the other factors, those that were cited most often were land disputes, 
family difficulties, religious conflicts, and political problems. 

But as I listened to the migrants’ stories it became obvious that the 
more easily identifiable factors sometimes obscured certain motivat-
ing forces that were also formative yet difficult to identify. One such is 
the power of example, or the desire to emulate friends, neighbors, and 
relatives who had already made the journey.11 

This is perhaps particularly important in relation to Bangladesh, 
which has a long history of sending young men overseas. Maritime 
trade was a critical vector in this: for centuries Bengali men supplied 
much of the labor for sailships and steamers. Some of these sailors — or 
lascars, as they were called — settled in Britain and other countries, 
including the United States.12 Because of the money they sent home 
these migrants came to be greatly admired in their villages. In other 
words successful migrants became, as it were, objects of mimesis in 
every stratum of society.13 

Mimesis has probably always played an important part in the move-
ments of people. In the nineteenth century, for instance, many migra-
tory journeys from Europe to Australia and the Americas were prompted 
by the example of friends and relatives. But today we are in an age in 
which the mimetic urge has become a goldmine for new, very power-
ful technologies. The social media, for example, are programmed pre-
cisely on mimetic principles. As Geoff Shullenberger points out in an 
illuminating account of the genesis of Facebook, “social media plat-
forms perpetually enjoin users, through various means, to enter the 
iterative chain of mimesis: to signal their desires to other users, eliciting 
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further desires in the process.”14 It is worth recalling that the seed 
money for Facebook came from Peter Thiel, a disciple of the leading 
contemporary theorist of mimesis, René Girard: indeed Thiel credits 
Girard’s theories with having inspired his interest in this technology. 

In exploiting the mimetic urge the social media have given a new 
strength and urgency to the desires that it generates. Moreover, such is 
the reach of the social media that they have ensured that no one, any-
where, is excluded from these desires. Even in the remotest corners of 
the world, the social media are now accessible to anyone who has the 
means to buy a device that is available in many inexpensive iterations: 
the smartphone, which provides even the illiterate a means of access-
ing the Internet through voice recognition technology.15 

Cell phones have also hugely accelerated the circulation of images, 
thereby greatly expanding the reach of the advertising industry, which 
is expressly dedicated to the production of mimetic desire. This in turn 
has brought about a homogenization of desire on a scale never before 
seen, extending across the planet and into the deepest reaches of the 
human soul. Today, with very few exceptions, people everywhere, on 
every continent, nurture the same desires, most of which are centered 
on commodities. 

This cannot but have profound consequences. Let us imagine, for 
example, a boy in a Bengal village who spends most of his day work-
ing in his father’s rice fields. The conditions are difficult because he has 
to be on his feet through the day under a burning sun, often standing 
in ankle-deep mud. Changing weather patterns are making things still 
worse because daytime temperatures now sometimes go up almost 
to 50 degrees Celsius and the rains, increasingly, don’t come on time. 
The boy’s family does however happen to possess a cell phone, which 
they charge with a solar panel. Through WhatsApp they are linked to 
a couple of relatives who have already sold up and left. On the screen 
of their phone they see advertisements for fine clothes, refrigerators, 
and other goods; they also see pictures of their relatives taken on the 
streets of prosperous European cities. 

Does the boy’s uprooting begin with climate events? Or does it 
begin with the images he sees on that tiny screen? And is it a coinci-
dence that climate events and consumer culture have begun to impact 
his life at the same time? Or are they perhaps both symptoms of the 
same thing: an ever-increasing acceleration of economy and technol-
ogy, production and consumption? 
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The transformative powers of devices like computers and smart-
phones have long been recognized. Such devices are not merely tools 
that humans use to achieve certain ends. To use them is inevitably to 
interact with them, and this process is known to bring about certain 
neurological changes in human “mind-bodies” especially among the 
young and impressionable.16

All of this is well known, yet when the effects of virtual reality 
on human consciousness are discussed it is almost always in relation 
to affluent and semi-affluent countries. The very subject conjures up 
images of Palo Alto, Shanghai, and Osaka and of unsociable teenagers 
skulking in rooms that are filled with expensive gear.

In my view this picture is deeply misleading. The digital revolution 
has broken the long-standing links between affluence, education, and 
technical ability. In India and in many other poor countries there are 
large numbers of people whose virtual abilities are completely dispro-
portionate to their formal education and material circumstances. Even 
in remote villages young people are exposed to digital technologies 
quite early, and many become adept at using the Internet. Although 
they may not be immersed in the virtual world in the way of a teen-
ager in, say, Palo Alto or Osaka, the impact on them may be just as 
great or even greater, precisely because of the vast difference between 
their lived reality and what they see on the screen. 

This in turn raises another question: What is the nature of the mi-
grant’s agency in these circumstances? Take the case of the boy in the 
Bengal village: Is his decision to migrate wholly his own or is it, to some 
degree, the product of his interactions with the “cognitive assemblage” 
that manifests itself in his handheld device? If that is the case then to 
what degree are young migrants responsible for their decision to move?17

Today there is a widespread awareness of the ethical and philo-
sophical dilemmas that arise when humans interact with self-guided 
machines — for example autonomous weapons, like killer drones.18 If 
we are unwilling to accept that the same dilemmas may arise also at 
the other end of the human and technological spectrum — that is, in 
relation to poor people in the global South — it is perhaps because we 
are unable to acknowledge the true scale of the disruptions that have 
been set in motion by the technologies of our time.19  
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3. 

To return to that boy in a Bengal village: his predicament is not 
wholly imaginary. Across Italy I met many young Bengali migrants 
who had grown up in such villages. Many of them had come to Italy 
through Libya, where they had been subjected to beatings, abuse, and 
torture. They all speak of being “sold” by labor contractors, of being 
deprived of food and water, of being denied wages, and of the constant 
threat of robbery by roadside gangs. 

These accounts are so saturated with stories of savagery that it is 
easy to think of those experiences as being somehow extrinsic to our 
own time of accelerated communication; they are taken to be symp-
toms of the growing gulf between the First and Third Worlds. Yet far 
from being throwbacks, these journeys are inseparable from contem-
porary technologies.20 

Cell phones, for instance, are a pervasive presence on the migrants’ 
persons and within their accounts of their journeys. Every link in the 
chain of movement depends on cell phones: it is through them that 
migrants receive money from home and make payments to the agents 
who arrange their journeys; their mobile devices are the compasses 
that guide them on their long overland treks, and they also provide 
vital information about entry points, shelters, and assistance. When 
migrants confront danger their first move is to reach for their phones 
to summon help; it is through them that they distract themselves from 
the rigors of the road, stay in constant touch with their cohorts, and 
chronicle their journeys for their friends and relatives. 

Similarly, cell phones and social media are indispensable also for the 
clandestine networks that arrange migrant journeys.21 The Internet 
makes every element of their business safer and more anonymous, be-
ginning with recruiting and publicizing their services and extending 
to procuring forged documents for the migrants. “The cellphone is 
an essential instrument for traffickers,” notes a prominent Italian anti-
Mafia official. “They are not like other organized criminals who stay 
away from telephonic communications.”22

No wonder then that cell phones have become iconic of the present 
wave of migration in the same way that bundles and battered suitcases 
were in earlier times.23 Far from expanding the distance between poor 
and rich countries, in certain, very important respects information 
technology has actually shrunk that gulf. 
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Yet the presence of this technology is rarely explicitly identified, 
either by the narrator or the listener — and the reason for this is that 
the cell phone has become a part of our “technological unconscious.” 
In other words these devices and technologies are now so deeply em-
bedded in our unconscious cognitive processes that we take them for 
granted in the same way that we do the presence of electricity or cars. 
Like all formative technologies this one too has become invisible.24

But every now and then a detail surfaces to remind us of this ubiqui-
tous presence. Here, for example, is a story that I was told by a twenty-
something Bangladeshi migrant who had spent several years in Libya. 
I’ll call him Palash. One day when Palash and some others were walking 
back from a day’s work on the outskirts of Tripoli, they were ambushed 
by a gang of Kalashnikov-carrying Libyans. The only thing of value that 
Palash had on him was his cell phone; he managed to kick it into the 
sand, praying that it would not ring or light up with a notification. 

When the gangsters asked him to hand over his valuables he gave 
them his money and told them he had nothing else, not even a cell 
phone. The gangsters didn’t believe him and made him strip naked, 
and then bent him over so that they could probe his rectal cavity with 
sticks to see if he had hidden something in there. Finding nothing 
they beat him and stabbed him in the arm — but he still didn’t tell 
them that the phone was lying in the sand nearby. They left him lying 
by the road, bleeding profusely — and the first thing he did, even before 
binding his wounds or putting on his clothes, was to retrieve his cell-
phone. To him it was almost as valuable as life itself. 

It might be asked: If the migrants are indeed adept at dealing with 
information technology, why are they not able to acquire more realis-
tic impressions of the current conditions in Europe? Why do they not 
understand that they will probably never find regular employment in 
Greece or Italy and might well have to eke out a living selling trinkets 
on the street while being preyed upon by gangs, predatory employers, 
and even the police? 

This is where the interactive aspect of the cyber world becomes 
crucial. It is widely acknowledged today that the information pro-
vided to us by the Internet and social media is to a large extent shaped 
by our own desires, presuppositions, and networks. As a result such 
information often has the effect of buttressing our prejudices and ex-
pectations leading us to lend credence to “fake news.” I suspect that 
this is precisely what happened to many of the migrants I met. What 
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they saw of Europe on the Net was shaped by their own expectations, 
and by feedback from their social networks: they ended up seeing 
what they wanted to see. In effect they, like so many of us, are victims 
of wish-fullfilment fantasies based on “fake news.” 

As an illustration here is a story told to two Italian reporters by a 
Pakistani “connection man” based in Italy: 

“Every time I go home to Pakistan I meet many people. One day 
a close friend from my schooldays comes to see me. ‘Help my son to 
go to Italy,’ he begs me. ‘It’s not a good time,’ I tell him. He falls silent. 
‘What does your son do?’ I ask. ‘He has a medical testing laboratory. 
He manages it and is doing well.’ I look him in the eyes: ‘Let him re-
main here then, it’s much better believe me. Try to convince your son.’ 
The next day my friend comes back with tears in his eyes. He tells me 
that he has conveyed my words to his son but the boy is desperate and 
wants to leave at all costs. If he can’t leave he will shoot himself in the 
head with a pistol. My friend explains that he would prefer to lose the 
cost of the journey than lose his son. He does not want to have that on 
his conscience. The boy has to go. So then I tell him that I will think 
of a way of changing the boy’s mind and I go to meet him at his medi-
cal laboratory. It is big and clean, in a nice locality. My friend’s son is 
wearing a white tunic, and everyone calls him ‘Doctor’ even though 
he is only a technician. I talk with him briefly because he is busy. I tell 
him what I said to his father. I try to make him change his mind, tell 
him about what he will find there and what he will lose. I explain to 
him that in Italy he will never have what he has in Pakistan. That he is 
making a mistake. But there is nothing to be done: he wants to leave 
and try his luck, and thinks of nothing but Italy. 

“I warned them, the father and the son. I was honest with them, 
but it was as if I was talking to the deaf. Very well then. So on to Italy. 
The son arrives. I see him again after two years; he is working in the 
black economy, on the fields, and is often hungry. He tells me that I 
was right, that he regrets not having listened to me. That he would 
have done much better to remain in Pakistan, that this is not the land 
of opportunity. But it is too late.”25 

4.

Many of the migrants I spoke to had courted extreme danger in 
making their way to Europe. Some had been shot at while trying to 
cross borders; some had almost drowned when their boats capsized in 
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the Mediterranean; one had come close to being run over as he tried 
to cross into Greece by clinging to the undercarriage of an eighteen-
wheel truck. 

The element of risk in these journeys is so great that it is not easy 
to understand why any sane person would jeopardize their lives in this 
fashion. The only explanation that suggests itself is desperation: the 
implication is that the migrants have been pushed to such extremes 
that they have no other option. 

Desperation, as the scenes following on the recent American with-
drawal from Afghanistan have demonstrated yet again, is indeed often 
the prime factor that compels people to flee from war zones. Some of 
the catastrophic impacts of global warming, such as droughts, wildfires 
and sea-level rise, can also leave people no choice but to relocate: 
their moves too are effectively driven by desperation. But those ex-
planations can scarcely be applied to the journeys of young men, in 
the prime of their lives, who leave relatively peaceful countries like 
Bangladesh, Senegal, and Morocco. The very fact that they are able to 
raise the funds required for these journeys indicates that they are not 
entirely without options.26 Why, then, do they expose themselves to 
life-threatening risks? 

This was a question I often asked the migrants I met in Italy. Their 
answers varied but were also similar in that they made me realize that 
my question was founded on mistaken assumptions: risk is not a mea-
surable quantity but, rather, a perception that depends on age, material 
circumstances, and life experience (or the lack of it). Here again social 
media and the Internet play an important part. 

Much of the information that circles back to prospective migrants 
comes from friends and relatives who have already reached their desti-
nations. In their accounts the perils of the journey are often down-
played as only rarely posing life-threatening risks. Or else those risks are 
presented as mere obstacles that can be overcome with courage and 
determination.  

A boy growing up in a village where many, slightly older, youths 
have already departed may draw heart from his friends’ accounts of 
their journeys. But the example of their journeys will also create induce-
ments of other kinds: the pride that older villagers take in their migrant 
kin, and the comforts afforded by remittances from abroad, may con-
vince the boy that he would be failing in his own duties to his family 
if he did not undertake a similar journey himself. In this way, “[o]ver 
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time a culture of migration establishes itself, and migration becomes a 
social norm or even a modern rite of passage in which staying at home 
is associated with failure and a lack of ambition.”27 In other words, in 
a village where many others have already left, not to do so for fear of 
the risks appears as nothing other than cowardice. 

But such decisions are almost never made individually. Refugees 
and migrants almost always travel in cohorts consisting, usually, of 
close friends and relatives.28 This too creates a sense of security by, as 
it were, distributing the risks. 

And the very fact that a machinery of transcontinental movement 
exists, invisibly — like a conveyor belt that starts to move the moment 
you step on it — is sometimes enough to carry people away, almost 
independently of their volition. This is something new in the history of 
human movement: in the words of two specialists on migration, “What 
we are witnessing is not just the story of traditional migrant smuggling 
on a larger scale. Rather we are witnessing a paradigm shift. . .”29 

I met several young Bengali and Punjabi who had run away from 
home, after quarreling with their families, and almost inadvertently 
stepped on the conveyor belt and been carried all the way to Italy. 
One such journey was that of a fourteen-year-old Pakistani boy who 
had fought with his father and run off to the local railway station. In 
another era he might have spent a few weeks with relatives in another 
city before returning to his parents. But this being the era that it is, he 
had fallen in with a group that was starting a long overland journey 
across Iran and Turkey to Europe. After surviving many close brushes 
with death on the borders of Turkey, he had ended up in Rome. 

I also met several former farmers from Pakistan whose lands had 
been swamped by the Jhelum floods of 2014.30 In another era they 
might have moved to a town or tried to rebuild their lives after the 
floods had receded. But such is the present time that they too had de-
cided to set off for Europe instead; to them that step had not seemed 
at all drastic, which is a measure of the degree to which these journeys 
have begun to seem normal, even quotidian. 

It is, of course, not unusual for migrants to develop apprehensions on 
the road. But very few are able to abort their journeys, usually because 
they are prevented by their guides or their cohorts of fellow migrants. 
But very often the consideration that keeps them from turning back is, 
simply, pride, or the fear of being regarded as a quitter or coward. 

In speaking to migrants I often had to remind myself that most of 
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them were of an age when it comes almost naturally to court dangers 
of a certain kind, as, for instance extreme adventurers do when they 
toboggan down the slopes of active volcanoes or rappel into canyons. 
Indeed, for a certain kind of person danger is not a deterrent but an 
incentive. 

Conversely, in some societies the willingness to brave certain dan-
gers has long been regarded as a necessary step toward adulthood: 
thus, since ancient times, ordeals of various kinds have often served 
as life-cycle rituals.31 Today, in those parts of the world where it has 
become commonplace for young people to make difficult overseas 
journeys, migration is sometimes viewed through a similar prism, as 
a step toward being recognized as a full-fledged adult, capable of sup-
porting a family.32

These analogies may sound farfetched, or even frivolous, in re-
lation to migration. But consider the case of Davide, a Cameroo-
nian who succeeded in migrating to Europe by scaling the heavily 
armored fences that surround the city of Ceuta, on the coast of Mo-
rocco. Along with Melilla, Ceuta is one of two Spanish enclaves in 
Africa; migrants who manage to set foot in either city must, by law, 
be treated as though they had stepped on European soil. Both cities 
are surrounded by trenches and several layers of fences, topped with 
razor wire; they are also guarded by large contingents of Spanish and 
Moroccan soldiers, armed with all the most advanced equipment. 

Davide, who left Cameroon in September 2013 at age twenty-five, 
was interviewed in Madrid in 2018, by David Kestenbaum of Chicago 
Public Radio.33 In Kestenbaum’s words, “Davide describes the whole 
thing almost as if he were a kid setting out on an adventure . . .Unlike 
a lot of people trying to get from Africa to Europe he said he wasn’t 
persecuted back home. He wasn’t starving, he wasn’t fleeing violence. 
He was just curious about the world and excited to see it.” 

Davide’s journey took him from Cameroon to Algeria, and it was 
there that he learned that instead of crossing the Mediterranean he 
could also reach Europe by climbing the fences that surround Ceu-
ta and Melilla. So Davide traveled to Morocco and joined the large 
throngs of would-be migrants, from all over Africa, who camp near 
the two cities and periodically attempt to cross over. 

“In the beginning,” says Davide, “my opinion was, you know, I’m 
a pretty brave guy, and . . . I like challenges. I thought I would do it in 
one try. I had a lot of optimism because that’s the type of person I am. 
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I usually do things the first time I try them.” 
Davide’s first attempt to cross the fences was encouraging because 

he managed to get past a trench and even reached the third barrier. 
“I don’t know how to express it but it was something strange, I was 
thinking, ‘I’m going to do it, then I thought I can’t do it.’ Then I was 
doing it, so I said, ‘This is how it’s done. I’m doing it, I’m doing it.’ But 
I don’t know how to express it, that’s the truth.”

Here Kestenbaum interjects. “Does it feel like a crazy sport?”
“Yes,” answers Davide. “Exactly! That’s exactly what it is. The way 

you put it. It was a weird sport.” 
But Davide’s first attempt failed, as did many others. A year went 

by and he began to ask himself, “Why am I doing this? What good is 
this? . . . I thought about abandoning everything. I would cry.’”

But it was the fence itself that held him there. “It’s something more 
than a fence. I know it may seem silly, but there is something mystical 
in this fence. I’ve seen people when they get in front of the fence they 
can’t move . . . there must be a spirit inside the fence that tries to pre-
vent things. It’s really something very powerful. It’s not just a fence.”

After two years of failed attempts Davide finally succeeded in cross-
ing over. But his joy did not last long. “When I realized that I had made 
it, it was like a vacuum. That’s the truth. When we are in Morocco we 
think whenever I manage to get there I’m going to be very happy. But 
once you make it you don’t feel anything. The feeling ends.”

Davide’s experience is a reminder that the idea of the ordeal has al-
ways held a certain fascination for human beings. This is why, for many 
migrants, their journeys become the defining moments of their lives. 
This is, in a way, the strangest aspect of their plight: in Europe they are 
confronted with the political rationality of a certain kind of liberalism 
that confers its sympathy only on victims. So, in dealing with the state, 
and when talking to activists, they learn to present themselves as vic-
tims, as objects without agency propelled solely by external forces.34 
Yet in their own eyes, as in the eyes of their families back home, they 
are heroes who have taken their destinies into their hands and endured 
terrible ordeals.35 No wonder then that many of them say that the 
worst part of their journeys consists not of their time on the road or at 
sea but rather the months and years they spend languishing in Euro-
pean migrant camps. In those camps there is nothing to do but wait 
and sleep: it is little consolation that you are fed and housed and given 
allowances; it is the waiting and the idleness that break the spirit. 
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5. 

Listening to the migrants’ stories I was often struck by the sim-
ilarities with the journeys I had long been writing about — the voy-
ages of nineteenth century indentured workers (“coolies”).36 Some of 
the parallels were uncanny: coolies too had been mainly young and 
overwhelmingly male; then too dalals and other middlemen (duffadars 
and mahajans — recruiters and contractors) had been essential cogs 
in the machinery of transportation; and then again debt and money-
lending had been vital to the oiling of the machine.37 There were 
startling similarities also in the circumstances under which the coolies 
had traveled; they too had been policed and preyed upon by brutal 
guards and overseers (maistries); they too had been crammed into con-
fined spaces and had had to subsist on meager rations. Beatings and 
whippings, seeing their own die before their eyes — all of this would 
have been familiar to the passengers of the fictional schooner of my 
Ibis Trilogy.

Similar also was the strength of the ties that linked the new migrants 
to those they left behind. Today, on entering the formal European re-
ception system, migrants and refugees receive a daily subsistence allow-
ance as well as a weekly stipend for phone calls: the total adds up to 
some one hundred and fifty Euros a month. Many migrants, including 
teenage boys, send most of this money home; often their families have 
no other means of support, having destituted themselves in order to 
pay for their sons’ journeys. It is impossible not to be moved by the 
sacrifices some of the young migrants make in order to support their 
families back home. Similarly, under the indenture too, coolies had 
scrimped and saved, in plantations halfway around the world, in order 
to be able to send something back to their villages in India.

And, as with the commerce in coolies, this chain of movement runs 
upon wheels that are powered by profits. Then as now, trafficking in 
human beings was an immensely lucrative form of commerce. The 
difference — and it is a crucial one — is that the system of indentured 
labor, like slavery before it, was managed and controlled by Western 
colonial powers. The migration flows of today, in contrast, function 
outside state control, and the profits that accrue from them do not 
go to agents who are approved by states.38 And the profits are such 
that the machinery of movement is now capable of sustaining itself by 
creating its own markets: this commerce has now overtaken drugs as 
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the world’s biggest clandestine business.39 The system has taken on its 
own life, outside the control of any established authority. 

Contemporary communications technology is the critical factor 
that has allowed this commerce to escape state control. It is responsible 
also for another crucial difference between the indenture system and 
the mass movements of today: since the nineteenth century there has 
been a complete reversal in the control and flow of information. 

During the indenture, especially in its early years, the workers knew 
nothing of the systems they were surrendering themselves to. They 
often had no idea of where they were going and the conditions that 
awaited them there; nor did they know much about the laws and regu-
lations that colonial states had created to manage their transportation. 

The colonial state on the other hand knew everything about them. 
It recorded in obsessive detail where they came from and which castes 
and tribes they belonged to. Even their bodies were studied with close 
attention, special notice being taken of scars and other marks of iden-
tification. It was the state that decided where, when, and how they 
would travel; on their arrival again, it was the state that allotted them 
to their masters. The entire machinery was created and managed by 
colonial states. 

This asymmetry of information has now been completely reversed. 
Today’s migrants initiate their own journeys, with their own means 
and networks, and by the time they arrive they are completely con-
versant with the relevant laws and regulations of the host country: 
they know their rights, they know how much money they are entitled 
to under law, they know everything about the immigration system 
including the grounds that are most likely to gain them acceptance —  
for example persecution on the basis of politics, religion, sexual orien-
tation, or gender identity.

The state on the other hand knows very little about them: it has 
only the haziest idea of who they are, where they are coming from, and 
what their motivations are. Vanishingly few European civil servants are 
equipped to distinguish between, say, a Syrian and an Egyptian, or a 
Bangladeshi Muslim and a Bengali Hindu from India.40 

This reversed asymmetry forms a stark contrast between this trans-
plantation of peoples and those that preceded it: the coolie trade, like 
slavery, was set up for the production of certain goods, like sugarcane, 
tobacco, coffee, cotton, tea, rubber. These goods were intended for 
markets that were thousands of miles away, in the colonizers’ home 
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countries. It was the desires and appetites of the metropolis that moved 
people between continents in order to churn out ever-growing floods 
of saleable merchandise. In this dispensation slaves and coolies were 
producers, not consumers; they could never aspire to the desires of 
their masters. 

But the young migrants I met had not transported themselves 
across continents in order to become cogs in some giant machine that 
produces things that they cannot aspire to possess. To the contrary, just 
as much as anyone else they want those very things — smartphones, 
computers, cars. And how could they not? Since childhood the most 
attractive images that they had beheld were not of the rivers and fields 
that surrounded them but of things like these. And the cravings stoked 
by those images had inducted them into a global citizenry of desire —  
and there lies the rub, for it was only on arriving in Europe that it 
had dawned on many of them that they were the victims of a fantasy, 
that their dreams of a life like that of people in advertisements were 
no more likely to be fulfilled in Italy than in the countries that they 
had left behind. 

Such being the circumstances it is hardly surprising that many mi-
grants become disillusioned and despairing. For many of them, the 
conditions are not much better than those they left behind — except 
that at home, no matter what they lacked materially, they had, at least, 
had the consolations of family and community. 

Disillusionment and disappointment can even affect refugees who 
have fled from war zones. “My life,” a Syrian refugee told a researcher in 
2015, “I think it’s finished. Because really, I had [a] great life in Syria.”41

6.

Visual imagery has played a very important part in forming our 
ideas about the recent waves of migration across the Balkans and the 
Mediterranean. It is hard to think of images that are as arresting, and as 
viscerally powerful, as those of crowds of migrants marching over 
mountains, or of drowning people being pulled from the sea. Such 
indeed is the power of those images that these journeys have come to 
be thought of as being, in some way, primitive or atavistic. This is why 
many Westerners are still surprised, and even shocked, to learn that 
many migrants possess cell phones and are adept at using them.42 At the 
height of the migration crisis, some European countries even passed 
laws that required migrants and refugees to surrender their cell phones.43 
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No one has been more eloquent on the subject of migrants and cell 
phones than Donald Trump. In a speech in December 2015, Trump 
posed a series of questions. “First of all why are people in a migration 
having cell phones? Sort of strange. Who’s paying for these cell phones, 
where are they coming from, who are they calling? Can you imagine? 
Many, many, many cell phones. Why, where do they get cellphones?”44

These questions are an indication of how profoundly the phenom-
enon of contemporary migration has been misunderstood. Cell phones 
and cyber technology are not anomalies in the context of these voy-
ages: to the contrary they play a critical part in enabling them.45 Of 
course there are many other factors in the background: it goes without 
saying that migration is an extremely complex, multidimensional phe-
nomenon in which wars, political conflicts, state collapse, climate 
change, poverty, and inequality may all play a part. But it remains true 
that today cyber technology is a crucial enabling factor in the move-
ment of large numbers of people. Far from being primitive or atavistic, 
these migrations have been empowered by the very same technology 
that allows goods and capital to flow seamlessly around the globe. 

Consider Syria for example: the refugees who fled the country 
in 2016 were of course displaced by war; that conflict, in turn, had 
emerged out of a long period of drought that may have been caused, 
or intensified, by anthropogenic climate change.46 But it was cell 
phone technology that was responsible for the rapidity with which 
news of a minor change in German emigration policy was dissemi-
nated and for the sheer speed and scale of the exodus that followed.47 

Does this diminish the suffering of those refugees? Absolutely not; 
their suffering is no different from that which refugees have endured 
for centuries. 

When people see a picture of a boatload of migrants marooned at 
sea they tend to interpret the image as a disjunction in time — they see 
it as a confrontation of the primitive and the modern, the backward 
and the advanced. From this arises the misconception that is increas-
ingly prevalent on the right — that a barrier, or a wall, can be built to 
keep these two temporal dimensions apart. But those images also give 
rise to a similar misconception on the left — that the flow of migrants 
can be stemmed by creating “growth” in their countries of origin. The 
truth is that in a digitally interconnected world, “growth” can itself 
be a factor that motivates people to move by broadening their desires 
and aspirations. Thus do some middle class, and even affluent, young 
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Bangladeshis dream of escaping from crowded Dhaka and making a 
life in Finland, “a quiet and empty country” with “large fields and 
empty spaces.”48

It needs to be recognized that the forces that are shaping the flow of 
people today are no different from those that are driving the relentless 
acceleration in processes of production, consumption, and distribu-
tion. Those who are concerned that mass migration may bring about 
the breakdown of communities — and I must add here that there are 
some legitimate reasons for these anxieties, in my view — must un-
derstand that there is a fundamental contradiction between “growth” 
and the preservation of community. It is an illusion to imagine that the 
best way to preserve communities is by excluding other humans: the 
only way this can be done is by abandoning the prevalent paradigms 
of perpetual and ever-accelerating growth. 

7. 

It is no coincidence that this great uprooting of people is occur-
ring at the same time that the impacts of climate change are intensifying. 
The relationship between the two is so close that to ask if contempo-
rary migrations are a consequence of climate change is, I think, to ask 
the wrong question. Climate change and migration are, in fact, two 
cognate aspects of the same thing, in that both are effects of the ever-
increasing growth and acceleration of processes of production, con-
sumption, and circulation. In this sense the dynamic that is driving the 
other uprootings that we are now witnessing — of trees, animals, 
plants, glaciers, and so on — is no different from that which is driving 
the movements of humans. This is another respect in which human 
history has once again converged with the history of the Earth.49
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