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Looking at the rapidly growing stock of literature 
linking climate change and migration, one could find 
evidence that there seems to be a “climatic turn” 
 (Neverla 2007) concerning the explanation of migra-
tion. Climate change and its relevance for migration 
has undoubtedly developed into a strong argument, 
be it in migration research or in climate impact stud-
ies. Interestingly, already in the 19th century, schol-
ars like Friedrich Ratzel and Ernest George Ravenstein 
considered ‘climate’ or ‘environment’ as relevant fac-
tors for triggering human mobility, although gener-
ally subordinated to other factors (Piguet 2013: 149). 
These assumed drivers of migration have been ne-
glected for most of the last century. However, since 
Essam El-Hinnawi (1985) published an influential 
report for the United Nations Environmental Pro-
gramme in which he coined the term ‘environmental 
refugee’, the idea that natural environments can force 
people to move, is back on the agenda. Ever since, we 
have witnessed a dynamic inter- and transdiscipli-
nary field of research on the relation of climate and 
migration. In this field, environmental and climate 
scientists as well as scholars from social sciences and 
humanities participate. From the very beginning, 
geo graphers were engaged in this endeavour, too. 
This is hardly surprising as it is the main goal of geo-
graphy to bridge the gap between human and physi-
cal sciences; therefore geographers seem predestined 
to contribute to the debate. Certainly, the geographi-
cal contribution is just as diverse as the interdiscipli-

nary field itself. It differs in scope and scale, but also 
in perspective and epistemological position.  

This special issue explores the potential of new geo-
graphical approaches and perspectives in order to 
push the debate forward. While in the context of ‘cli-
mate and migration’ studies more and more empirical 
investigations are funded, conducted and published, 
important methodological problems remain un-
solved. There is no consensus on how the assumed 
nexus should be conceived theoretically and how – in 
accordance to the conceptual decision – it should be 
approached in empirical research. Did migration re-
searchers, for instance, miss that climatic and ecologi-
cal conditions are important determinants of human 
behaviour? Are there specific kinds of locations where 
coupled natural and human systems are put under ad-
ditional pressure by climate? Or can migration be suf-
ficiently explained by well-known conditions and fac-
tors like uneven economic development, educational 
aspirations, poverty, social networks or vulnerability 
of precarious livelihood systems? What role do spatial 
constructions, socio-technical arrangements, images 
of climate change or figures and calculations play? 
Should we not pay more attention to power, interest 
groups, communication and the social production of 
nature? Do we witness a new migration regime when 
it comes to climate or environmentally induced mi-
grants? In which discourses and political frameworks 
do we encounter such migrants?
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Questions like these point at a multiple demand: There 
is a demand to reassess the framework and theoretical 
mindset of interdisciplinary research on the climate-
migration nexus; there is a need for empirical data 
produced within a theoretically sound approach; there 
is space to bring in new perspectives, derived from 
promising disciplinary debates in social and cultural 
geography, into the interdisciplinary arena. In order to 
do so, let us try to map the respective field of research, 
however fast it may currently transform and diversify. 

Significant differences within the vast field of 
 research

Since El-Hinnawi’s (1985) report, several hundred 
academic papers and books have been published on 
the migration and environment nexus. There are too 
many differences, many distinctions are much too 
subtle to be exposed and reanalysed here in detail. 
Nevertheless, in order to give an overview, we would 
like to distinguish between four strands of research: 

(1)  Environmental causation of migration 

At the outset, the key argument was a very simplified 
one. It considered flight and migration as being de-
termined by environmental conditions or environ-
mental changes. This explanation was soon critziced 
as environmental determinism. Definitions of “envi-
ronmental refugees” were far from being exact and 
clear (cf. El-Hinnawi 1985). Soon environmentalists 
predicted that millions of people, especially in poor 
countries, had to and would flee from environmental 
degradation in the near future ( Jacobson 1988). Such 
predictions were criticized as alarmist or as “educat-
ed guesswork” (Lonergan 1998: 8). Empirical proof 
of environmental causes was difficult, but plausible 
for the media and the public that soon developed an 
interest in the issue. Flight and involuntary migra-
tion in the Global South found a natural and natu-
ralized explanation, reference to push factors (and 
neglect of pull factors) seemed sufficient. Those 
said to be environmental refugees were basically 
portrayed as victims, but soon another, concurrent 
frame appeared which represented them as a threat 
for national states, even for rich industrialized coun-
tries (Wissenschaftlicher Beirat Globale Umwelt-
veränderungen 2007). Overpopulation was felt to be 
part of the problem. Mobility due to environmental 
forces was understood as problematic and it could 

lead to further problems like uncontrolled moves 
and fights for resources (Kliot 2004: 69). 

With the discovery of climate change, the role which 
the environment formerly played in socio-ecological 
models could now easily be substituted by climate, 
causing analogue consequences on the part of the 
people affected. Again, as the ‘human face’ of climate 
change, those labelled as “climate refugees” were seen 
as victims of man-made changes to the environment 
but at the same time as a potential threat to national 
security of the Global North (Bettini 2013). 

Both concepts, the environmental condition as well 
as the climatic condition or the “climate refugee”, 
were highly politicized and controversial – and there-
fore often criticized. The label “refugee” appeared as 
misleading for people who were said to be displaced 
by environmental (or climatic) change: Since the 1951 
Geneva Convention on Refugees, international law de-
fines refugees in a different way (Castles 2010: 241)1.  
Moreover, various critics challenged the concept’s 
mono-directional causal reference to the environ-
ment (or climate). Against an all too simple explana-
tion it is stated that environmental (or climatic) fac-
tors can have negative, neutral or positive impacts. 
Changes in the environment or climate, for example, 
can both improve or deteriorate livelihood opportu-
nities (Suhrke 1994; Kibreab 1997; Black 2001; Cas-
tles 2002; Morrissey 2009; Aufenvenne and Felgentreff 
2013: 22-27; Bettini 2014; Nicholson 2014). 

(2)  Advanced concepts of complex causation
 
Some ten years ago, the term changed from “refugee” 
to “migrant”. Graeme Hugo popularized the term “en-
vironmentally-induced migration” in a report pub-
lished by the International Organization of Migra-
tion – IOM – (Hugo 2008). Others changed to terms 
like “environmentally motivated migrants” (Renaud 
et al. 2007) or “environmental migrants” (Dun and 
Gemenne 2008). Indirectly, this switch in terminol-
ogy acknowledges that the label “refugee” should 
be used for other forms of displacement congruent 
with the 1951 Refugee Convention (Castles 2010: 
241). Increasing empirical evidence suggested that 
the explanation of displacement by exclusively envi-
ronmental factors was incomplete. Not in all cases, 
for instance, did changes to the environment result 
in displacement or migration processes. Migration 
scholars have provided ample empirical evidence “… 
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that migration is too diverse and multifaceted to be 
explained in a single theory” (King 2012: 11) or by 
just one single factor like environment or climate. 
 Cecilia Tacoli made an important point: “Environ-
mental factors affect patterns of migration and mo-
bility within a broader context of important changes 
in population distribution” (Tacoli 2009: 514). 

Thus, a significant shift in understanding has taken 
place: Migration is usually a complex phenomenon 
with diverse causes, forms and effects. Migrants of-
ten move anyway regardless of changes in climate 
or environment. They have a certain agency and are 
not just passive victims of changes which push them 
around. However, their choices might be influenced by 
changes in their environments, especially when liveli-
hoods depend on agro-environmental features. Broad-
ly speaking, such a perspective raises awareness of 
the complexity of migration processes and causes of 
migration in particular. Instead of searching for one 
‘missing link’, i.e. a determining relationship between 
climate and migration, the open question is: To what 
extent are well-known drivers of migration  directly 
or indirectly influenced by environmental or climatic 
factors? (Foresight 2011). Even though up to today it 
is unclear how to identify, separate and study environ-
mental factors influencing migration empirically, Ste-
phen Castles put the challenges laying ahead like this: 
“In retrospect”, he summarized in the aftermath of the 
failure of the Copenhagen Summit (the 2009 United 
Nations Climate Change Conference), “it seems clear 
that the politicization and polarization of the debate 
on migration and the environment had quite nega-
tive consequences. Environmentalists may have been 
misguided in using misleading and threatening im-
ages of mass displacement to raise public awareness 
of climate change, but the defensive postures adopted 
by refugee and migration scholars also held back sci-
entific analysis and thus probably the development of 
appropriate strategies to respond to the challenges of 
climate-induced displacement” (Castles 2010: 243). 

In addition to the idea that climate change might – 
as an additional factor – contribute to the complex, 
multifactorial, and often cumulative causation of 
migration (Massey 1990) and thus deserves closer 
scientific analysis, the statement by Castles also re-
veals the growing importance of an applied perspec-
tive: Scrutinising climate change without “apocalyp-
tic narratives on ‘climate refugees’” (Bettini 2013) 
and empirically looking into the assumed complex 
relationship between climate and migration prom-

ise to develop “appropriate strategies” to respond to 
environmentally induced migration or to “climate-
induced displacement” (Castles 2010: 243). Taking 
the existence and partial influence of environmen-
tal conditions on migration patterns for granted, 
Tacoli regrets that “migration is generally perceived 
as problematic, and most policies try to influence 
the volume, direction and types of movement rath-
er than accommodate flows and support migrants” 
(Tacoli 2009: 514). This policy-related and applied 
focus on “migration management” is also adopted 
in another strand of research. It evolved or became 
more visible when the adaptive capacity of spatial 
population mobility was (re-)discovered. 

(3)  Migration as adaptation 

Adaptation is generally understood as a local coping 
mechanism to changes in all kinds of environment 
(Adger et al. 2003). Most migration theorists would 
agree that migration has often proved to function as 
an effective mode of adaptation (Black et al. 2011). In 
view of capacity or resilience building, the “climate 
migrant” (or: “climate-induced migrant”) nowadays 
appears as a highly rational and responsible person 
performing a powerful adaptation strategy – which is: 
migration. In this perspective, previously rather heat-
ed and polarizing debates have been transformed and 
have moved into shallow water: “… (governed) migra-
tion is advocated as an adaptation strategy, and the 
invocation of security is replaced by the apparently 
innocuous concept of human security. Such a shift has 
taken place in academia, but most importantly also in 
policy and advocacy circuits” (Bettini 2014: 181).

Previously, migration as a reaction to changes of 
the environment was seen as the problem, now it 
seems to be the solution for another problem: cli-
matic change. For the International Organization of 
Labour (IOM) the adjusted perspective is outlined 
in Laczko and Aghazarm (2009). The influential 
Foresight Report for the British Government devel-
ops a similar understanding (Foresight 2011) which 
can also be found in publications of the Asian De-
velopment Bank (2009). The usefulness of this new 
terminology for migration management is plain to 
see (Felli and Castree 2012) – but disputable with 
respect to its implications for development assis-
tance (Bose 2015) or for a deeper understanding 
of contemporary processes of migration (Baldwin 
2014; Bettini 2014; Methmann and Oels 2015). 
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Typical examples of such a re-interpretation of migra-
tion are the Fourth and Fifth IPCC reports on impacts 
of climate change. In 2007, Working Group II (Fourth 
Report) concluded: „... while relocation and migration 
have been used as adaptation strategies in the past, 
there are often large social costs associated with 
these and unacceptable impacts in terms of human 
rights and sustainability. The possibility of migration 
as a response to climate change is still rarely broached 
in the literature on adaptation to climate change, 
perhaps because it is entirely outside the acceptable 
range of proposals …” (Adger et al. 2007: 736). This 
rather negative attitude predominates even in those 
chapters of the Fifth Assessment Report written by 
Working Group II that deal explicitly with the adap-
tation to climate change (IPCC 2014). However, the 
chapter on “human security” (Chapter 12) strongly 
advocates managed migration (here: resettlement) as 
a proper means to combat the negative effects of cli-
mate change in the Global South – although it finally 
admits: “There is insufficient evidence to judge the 
effectiveness of resettlement as an adaptation to cli-
mate change” (Adger et al. 2014: 758). 

This new perception of human migration as a solu-
tion to climate-induced vulnerability is apparently 
becoming mainstream. Ultimately, from this per-
spective each kind of migration can be interpreted 
as climate-induced (or: climate change-induced) 
 mobility (Vlassopoulos 2013). 

(4)  Political and societal dimensions 

Our remarks so far illustrate that researching and 
talking about links between climate and migration 
have several societal and political dimensions. These 
dimensions are observed and critically deconstruct-
ed by various authors: 

It is obvious that these debates play a highly per-
formative role in politics (Nicholson 2014: 152). For 
instance, a framing of the migrant as someone influ-
enced by climate might affect her or his position as 
a political subject (Ransan-Cooper et al. 2015). It is 
disputed whether the ‘migration as adaption’ para-
digm, which definitely restores the addressed indi-
viduals with agency, will mean empowerment – or 
the imposition of responsibility to those labelled 
as climate-induced migrants (Methmann and Oels 
2015). The former discourse about ‘refugees’ aimed 
to underline the human consequences of environmen-

tal degradation and climate change, thereby stressing 
the responsibilities of Northern countries. In contrast, 
today’s discourse might assist in the replacement of 
mitigation policy by adaptation policy and provide ad-
ditional labour in the North by the promotion of gov-
erned, regulated South-North-migration (Felli 2013). 

A recently emerging political issue is the planned re-
location of victims of climate change (McAdam and 
Ferris 2015). In this context, much can be learned 
from the desolate experiences made with develop-
ment-forced displacements (Wilmsen and Webber 
2015; McDowell 2013). Some observers are already 
confident to identify ‘danger zones’ for the evacua-
tion (McAdam 2015) while others wonder about the 
democratic legitimacy, the data base and the wisdom 
of those who intend to determine the fate of millions 
(Hulme 2008; Felli and Castree 2012). 

Summing up this fourth strand of research and 
taking all responsibility for such a simplification: 
its main feature appears to be the shared interest 
in processes of (de-)politicization of the climate-
migration relationship, in the performative power 
of scientific arguments (or empirical analyses) as 
well as in the interconnectedness and mutual sta-
bilization of scientific and political debates on cli-
mate change-induced migration. 

New geographical perspectives on the  relationship 
between climate change and migration

Against the backdrop of the differentiated research 
landscape on ‘climate migration’, recent develop-
ments in social and cultural geography bear the po-
tential to productively tie in with current research 
problems in the context of climate change and migra-
tion. Constructivist approaches (let them be action 
or practice theory, discourse theory or poststructur-
alist approaches), observer-related conceptualisa-
tions of space, or assemblage thinking, hybridity and 
actor-network theory have all strongly influenced 
human geography in the last two decades. In par-
ticular, debates in the wake of the cultural turn could 
inspire fruitful, but rarely adopted perspectives. 
They might help to shed new light on ‘climate migra-
tion’ without necessarily calling for a “climatic turn” 
(Neverla 2007) in migration studies or geography. 
The sensitivity for social and spatial contexts, the 
insights into the “maps of meaning” ( Jackson 1989) 
and the production of significance, the various find-
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ings about knowledge production and the political 
power of scientific description – they all raise par-
ticular questions, stimulate to rethink our concep-
tual framing and ask for geographical inquiry: 

– What has cultural and social geography to of-
fer in order to study the complex, multiple and 
cumulative causes of migration if one acknowl-
edges the possibility of climate change influ-
ences as mentioned in the section on “advanced 
concepts of complex causation”? 

– Which role does the construction of space and 
place have in the context of climate change and 
migration? 

– ‘Climate and migration’ designates a contested 
field, which is not located exclusively within 
academia. It is time to investigate more deeply 
the complex and often intricate interrelations 
of migration and climate change studies, mass 
media, policy and advocacy. The studies on the 
political and societal dimensions remind us to 
take up self-reflexive perspectives: What, for 
example, is the social or political importance of 
the scale chosen for the empirical analysis? 

– How is the construction of the above described 
research concepts – ‘environmental causes of 
migration’, ‘complex causation’ or ‘migration as 
adaption’ – achieved? What are the limitations 
and effects of these theoretical framings? Obvi-
ously, the objects of research in this perspective 
are not climate parameters themselves or as as-
sumed factors of migration, but their particular 
(and often differing) social constructions and 
perceptions, their communication as well as 
their social meanings and consequences. 

Picking up these as well as other approaches and 
questions, the authors of this issue contribute to the 
interdisciplinary debate in various ways.

The papers of this special issue 

Patrick Sakdapolrak, Sopon Naruchaikusol, Kayly 
Ober, Simon Peth, Luise Porst, Till Rockenbauch and 
Vera Tolo contribute a conceptual paper outlining 
a broad approach for the study of migration in a 
changing climate. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of 
practice, the ‘migration as adaptation’ paradigm 

in the debate about climate-induced migration is 
critically reviewed and linked to vulnerability, 
resilience and translocality. Thereby, the authors 
outline an analytical framework for the study and 
interpretation of migration which is compatible 
with contemporary social theory. Their suggested 
concept of translocal social resilience allows for 
a deeper understanding of human mobility – and 
immobility – in the context of society-environment 
relations. One future challenge will be to translate 
this broad, all-embracing conceptual framing into 
empirical investigations. 

Clemens Romankiewicz, Martin Doevenspeck, Martin 
Brandt and Cyrus Samimi challenge any simplified 
causal relationship between climate and migration. 
Migration, they argue, is practiced anyway, no matter 
whether features of the environment or climate are 
changing or not. By connecting people and places, by 
flows of people, knowledge, material and non-mate-
rial resources, migration does contribute to growing 
independence from agro-ecological conditions in ru-
ral Senegal – as an unintended side-effect. In-depth 
multi-sited field work conducted at the place of ori-
gin and additionally at destinations in urban Senegal 
and in Europe allowed a deep comprehension of the 
functioning of a multi-local migrant community with 
strong intra-community links. 

Corinna de Guttry, Martin Döring and Beate Ratter pre-
sent empirical insights into the way Italian and Chinese 
migrants residing in Hamburg frame climate change. It 
has been rarely analysed which manifold and diverse 
climate change related knowledge migrants bring 
along. And it is apparent from the data presented that 
this ‘luggage’ is highly relevant when migrants are ex-
pected to participate in local adaptation and mitiga-
tion processes. Object of research in this study is the 
migrants‘ knowledge about climate (including climate 
change) with special reference to questions of climate 
change mitigation and adaptation. The interviews 
showed that the addressed Chinese migrants in Ham-
burg tended to rely on ‘wise’ government decisions be-
cause they felt that individual action had only very lim-
ited impact on climate change. In contrast, the Italian 
interviewees’ perception of the government’s influence 
on climate change mitigation was rather limited or even 
negative. While they gave evidence of a western world-
view and tended to blame technology for being part of 
the problem of carbonization of the atmosphere, Chi-
nese respondents sympathized with technical fix solu-
tions, thus showing the importance of cultural frames. 

Climatic turn in migration studies? Geographical perspectives on the relationship between climate and migration
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Felicitas Hillmann and Usha Ziegelmayer identify a 
conflation of various spatial levels of analysis in the 
debate on the influence of climate and environment 
on migration. They plead for more context-sensitive 
research. Their contribution presents and discuss-
es results of own surveys conducted in 2014 and 
2015 in two coastal areas in Ghana and Indonesia, 
both since long affected by environmental change 
and migration. As a comparative study the paper 
reveals substantial differences between the regions 
which they investigated empirically. 

Lina Eklund, Clemens Romankiewicz, Martin Brandt, 
Martin Doevenspeck and Cyrus Samimi provide a crit-
ical reflection on methodological problems of ana-
lysing the relationships between environment and 
migration. They argue that the exploration of this 
nexus must be aware of serious limitations of data 
and methods so far applied in empirical research. 
Discussing a selection of more than 30 empirical 
case studies published in peer-reviewed sources, 
the authors focus on questions of scale, identifying 
a wide range of temporal and spatial dimensions of 
data and models. Apparently, the scale of data usu-
ally available is in clear mismatch with the environ-
mental parameters of interest. Much too often, schol-
ars use data on available scales (spatial or temporal 
scales, levels of social aggregation like individuals, 
households, villages, population of administrative 
units etc.) without reflecting on the scale itself. In-
stead, this conceptual paper argues, data should be 
analysed only on that scale which is understood that 
migration and other relevant processes operate on. 

Eberhard Weber shows how politics can be built on 
the argument of environmentally unsafe conditions. 
His example of this kind of dubious policy production 
is the relocation of Pacific Islanders who have been 
told that there is no alternative. By analysing docu-
ments from colonial archives, which so far have not 
been accessible for researchers, the author describes 
the historical context and the odyssey of the people 
who were resettled from the Gilbert to the Phoenix 
Islands in 1938. Isolation, drought and World War II 
put a heavy toll on the settlers who not earlier than 
during the 1950s were transferred to the Solomon Is-
lands. In 2007, a tsunami caused another severe bur-
den on the community there. The survivors moved 
inland and built houses on higher ground on Ghizo 
Island in a new settlement, which was not intended 
by the government. The case study drastically dem-
onstrates an abuse of ecological arguments for to-

tally different strategic interests. Other intentions 
might be involved when people are resettled for re-
portedly ecological or humanitarian concerns. 

Note 

1 A refugee is a person who “owing to a well-founded fear of 
being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political opin-
ion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable 
or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 
protection of that country; or who, not having a national-
ity and being outside the country of his former habitual 
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to return to it” (Article 1 (2), UN Gen-
eral Assembly in United Nations Treaty Series (1954: 152), 
Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (adopted 28 
July 1951, entered into force 22 April 1954) 189 United Na-
tions Treaty Series 137 (https://treaties.un.org/doc/Pub-
lication/UNTS/Volume%20189/v189.pdf (20.6.2016)). See 
also Protocol relating to the status for Refugees (adopted 31 
January 1967, entered into force 4 October 1967) 606 Unit-
ed Nations Treaty Series 267 (https://treaties.un.org/doc/
Publication/UNTS/Volume%20606/v606.pdf (20.6.2016)).
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