
Return Migration and Social Change: Creating Distinctions in the Social Field 

This dissertation analyses the interrelation between return migration and social change by 

asking the following question: How are processes of social change embedded in reflections 

and experiences of return migration?  

The main motivation of this dissertation is to contribute to and increase the understanding of 

processes of return migration. My aim has been to understand the role of social change in 

understanding migrants’ diverse reflections and experiences of return migration. I have 

explored three dimensions of the relationship between return migration and change. These 

dimensions are reflected in the following sub questions. First, as ambitions and experiences 

with creating change, I have pointed out that to be, or become, an agent of change is often 

expressed as a duty. At one level, the duty is performed through remitting money from 

abroad or distributing money and gifts upon return. A second level of performing change is 

through business development. Establishing a business is an activity perceived to give 

political, economic and social freedom. A third level of performing change is related to 

ambitions and experience beyond the family through humanitarian projects to help the 

unemployed, the homeless or the orphaned or engaging in politics. The ambitions are 

diverse, but there are also those who would rather want to close the door to the country of 

origin and look to the future. The conditions for leaving and who remains will influence the 

feelings of attachment and thus the feelings of duty and the ambitions for being an agent of 

change.  

 

Secondly, in the dimensions of making sense of changes, change is acknowledged as an 

external event that people have to relate to. At the same time, external changes are never 

understood and acted upon in a unilateral manner. People are not passive receivers of 

change; they assess and act in accordance with their dispositions. The circulation of rumours 

and the diverse reactions to rumours indicates how external events are understood and acted 

upon differently. Return involves making sense of the changes in the society, as well as 

individual changes. Social networks play a central role in gathering information but also help 

to understand the changes in society.  

Thirdly, through the dimension of perceptions of change and their links to feelings of 

belonging, I have pointed out that the concept of belonging connects the individual with 

society and offers an opportunity to explore the dynamic relationship. As individuals gain 

new experiences and skills, their perception of the society changes. Changes in the society, in 

particular rapid changes, affect peoples’ opportunity to use their resources and their feelings 

of belonging. Through return mobilities migrants experience this duality due to increased 

reflexivity involved when moving between fields.  

The main conclusion is that we need to move beyond group thinking to understand people’s 

perceptions and experiences of return migration. We need to study these differences, and try 

to understand why they are produced. I have found that migrants’ differences in reflections 

about and experiences of return migration stem from their different positions in the 

Burundian social field. These positions are shaped by the nature of the field as well as 

individuals’ resources and dispositions. Both processes of reproduction and change shape 

these positions. Peoples’ habitus’ change when they accumulate capital, sometimes by 

moving between fields. The value of these capitals is determined by the dynamics within and 

outside the field. Thus to understand return migration we have to understand people’s social 

relations, their positions in the society and their resources. 


