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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Individuals have sought refuge from extrajudicial punishment since as early as ancient
Greece when Cylon sought supplication at the altar of Athena. Though asylum laws and
practices have significantly evolved from the time of early Athens, displacement contin-
ues to be a global social ill with more than 1 person in 100 displaced worldwide. These
numbers are record highs since the inception of the 1951 Convention on the Status Relat-
ing to Refugees, the international treaty governing the rights of refugees, responsibility of
receiving and host states, and the legal criteria of who qualifies as a refugee. Putin’s inva-
sion of Ukraine has resulted in the largest refugee crisis in Europe since the second World
War; violence plaguing the Northern Triangle countries of Guatemala, Honduras, and El
Salvador produces displacement in numbers so large that processing centers along the US-
Mexico border are well beyond capacity; ongoing conflict in Syria and Yemen has resulted
in nearly a quarter of their populations being displaced; and the number of migrants dy-
ing at sea fleeing conflict in Africa has increased by as much as 2,000% in recent years,
eclipsing the 5,000 mark in 2016 according to the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees. !

Forced migration also carries a variety of negative externalities. Large, rapid influxes
of refugees place considerable stress on natural resources (Martin, 2005) resulting in an
unsustainable depletion of forests, land, and water supplies (Black, 1994). Such environ-
mental degradation can be particularly acute if forced migrants are confined to refugee
camps due to an increased concentration of resource competition (Jacobsen, 1997).

The sudden arrival of refugees can also lead to the rapid transmission of infectious
diseases. Montalvo and Reynal-Querol (2007) show that refugee-receiving countries expe-

rience an increase of more than 2,000 cases of malaria for every 1,000 refugees. Research

Thttps://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean



from Khan and Shahidullah (1982) suggests that the lack of adequate water sanitation in
refugee camps more than double incidences of cholera. The breakdown of healthcare facili-
ties and disruption of vaccination distribution during conflicts in Syria and Afghanistan has
also resulted in the spread of diseases such as measles, rabies, polio, tuberculosis, typhoid,
and MERS as unvaccinated refugees flee across borders and introduce these illnesses into
host populations (Blackburn and Lenze Jr, 2017; Petersen et al., 2013).

Declines in democratic norms and respect for human rights are also associated with
forced migration, as are rises in repression and violence. Zhou (2018) finds citizens living
in close proximity to refugee camps are more likely to support restrictions on citizenship by
birth. Results from Wright and Moorthy (2018) suggest that receiving states increase levels
of repression in the forms of imprisonment, torture, extrajudicial killings, and forced dis-
appearances as punishment for political opponents on both forced migrant populations and
citizens with higher numbers of forced migrant inflows. Additionally, one-sided violence
against civilians is more routine in locations hosting larger numbers of both self-settled
(Fisk, 2018) and camp-based forced migrants (Fisk, 2013). Sexual violence is also com-
mon to the forced migrant experience, whether during flight or post-arrival (Arsenijevi¢
et al., 2017; Crisp, 2000; Keygnaert et al., 2012). While women and children are particu-
larly vulnerable to sexual and gender-based violence, Oliveira et al. (2019) note that this
type of violence is not uncommon against men as well.

The spread of transnational terrorism and diffusion of intra- and international war are
other negative side-effects documented by the literature. Choi and Salehyan (2013) and
Fisk (2013) provide evidence that humanitarian aid intended for refugee relief makes host
countries more vulnerable to terrorist attacks as combatants seek to exploit these resources.
Work from Choi and Piazza (2016) and Milton et al. (2013) suggests that forced migrants
themselves may be prone to carry out acts of terrorism as poor human rights conditions
lead to radicalization. Relatedly, scholars attribute the spread of armed conflict as another

consequence of forced migration as forced migrants may facilitate the cross-border spread



of weapons (Mogire, 2004; Salehyan and Gleditsch, 2006), expand rebel networks and
recruiting grounds for militants (Barber, 1997; Bohnet et al., 2018; Fisk, 2013; Salehyan
and Gleditsch, 2006), and threaten the ethnic balance in states with pre-existing ethnic
tensions (Krcmaric, 2014; Salehyan and Gleditsch, 2006).

The consequences of forced migration crises engender negative downstream effects be-
yond the strain on public expenditures required to respond to precipitous population move-
ments. Understanding the causes of of forced migration, therefore, not only advances the
literature within the academy, but is also vital for crafting appropriate policies to alleviate
and prevent human suffering associated with such displacement. The goal of this disserta-
tion is to enhance the understanding of what contributes to forced migration by delivering
a more refined understanding of the role that poverty plays than is currently offered by
the existing literature. Specifically, I consider state practices designed to reward political
loyalists and economically punish targeted groups into submission.

While scholars across disciplines have rightfully attributed violence in the form of war
and human rights abuses as considerable sources of forced migration, this dissertation con-
siders how economic violence in the form of forced impoverishment and deprivation of
socioeconomic rights might also be a contributing factor. By employing policies that in-
tentionally deteriorate consumption and socioeconomic stability, states can threaten a per-
son’s ability to survive. Because the resulting poverty or expectations thereof comes from
the hands of the state, flight across an international frontier is seen as the only pathway to
survival and freedom from targeted impoverishment. By considering poverty that results
from economic coercion, this dissertation provides an additional explanation for forced

migration generally overlooked by current scholarship.

1.1 Current Understandings of the Causes of Forced Migration
Political scientists have devoted much energy over the better part of the last three decades

into understanding the causes of forced migration with a near-universal emphasis placed on



political violence. The overwhelming majority of the literature on forced migration flows,
however, has emphasized political violence in the form of either war or human rights abuses
as causal mechanisms behind flight. While details of which types of politically motivated
violence are relatively more impactful vary, all agree that violence is a key driver of forced

migration.

1.1.1 War

Schmeidl (1997) provided one of the first systematically empirical analyses of global refugee
flight in a cross-national context, with her results suggesting that war in general, be it inter-
national or civil, generates forced migration. Moore and Shellman (2004) also find that both
civil war and interstate war are significant predictors of human displacement. Melander and
Oberg’s (2006) findings, however, suggest that only civil war statistically significantly pro-
duces refugees with international conflict producing refugees in only rare and exceptional
circumstances. Findings from Davenport et al. (2003) also suggest the interaction between
state and dissident violence in the form of civil war enhances people’s threat perceptions
and increases the probability of refugee flight.

The literature is mixed on whether or not ethnic civil wars are a critical determinant of
refugee flows relevant to non-ethnic civil wars. Kaufman (1996, 1998) finds evidence of
ethnic conflict contributing to refugee flight, particularly when states are partitioned as an
outcome of ethnic conflict. Newland (1993) acknowledges that ethnic conflict has resulted
in substantial numbers of refugees, but also argues that it is political dynamics rather than
ethnic dynamics that lead to the conflicts that produce refugees. Schmeidl (1997), Moore
and Shellman (2004), and Melander and Oberg (2006, 2007) find little evidence of ethnic
conflict being more likely to manufacture refugees than non-ethnic conflict.

A handful of scholars have investigated the role of both rebel and state violence on
refugee outcomes. Davenport et al. (2003) find genocide and politicide with regards to

the state and violent protests and acts of terror with regards to the dissident to both be



statistically significant predictors of displacement. Moore and Shellman (2006) also find
genocide and politicide to increase refugee outflows while Melander and Oberg (2006) do
not. Schmeidl (1997) finds genocide and politicide to be the leading causes of changes in

refugee stock with violent ethnic protests and rebellion contributing as well.

1.1.2 Human rights

Other scholars highlight the role human rights abuses play in generating human displace-
ment. Using the Political Terror Scale, Apodaca (1998) provides evidence that a steady
year-over-year decline in human rights protections precedes refugee flight. Gibney et al.
(1996) find that higher prolonged levels of human rights abuses lead to increased refugee
outflows while countries with tenuous human rights records tend to produce more inter-
nally displaced persons in response to sudden surges in human rights violations. Davenport
et al. (2003) and Moore and Shellman (2004) find human rights violations operationalized
as genocide and politicide to significantly contribute to refugee flight whereas Schmeidl
(1997) finds the repression of civil and political rights not to be a significant predictor of

forced migration.

1.1.3 Poverty

While there is a universal concensus in the literature that political violence and threats to
physical integrity account for the lion’s share of causes of forced migration, one underlying
source that has continuously befuddled the political science field is that of poverty, which
scholars routinely dismiss as having little or no effect. Schmeidl (1997) concludes poverty
not to be a motivating factor yet also finds the number of people fleeing genocide obvi-
ated with higher levels of economic development. In her sample, a one-percentage point
increase in energy consumption leads to 13,000 fewer refugees during acts of genocide.
This is not an unsubstantial number, yet Schmeidl (1997) goes to great pains to downplay
its importance. Davenport et al. (2003) find no support for GNP per capita affecting refugee

flows and Melander and Oberg (2006, 2007) also fail to find a statistically significant re-



lationship between income per capita and refugee movement. Moore and Shellman (2004)
find a statistically significant relationship between income and displacement, though, like
Schmeidl (1997), downplay its substantive importance. Neumayer (2005), however, finds
that higher levels of income per capita are significant causes of reducing asylum claims
in Western Europe and Wood (1994) notes that governments often make economic argu-
ments such as low employment to justify forced migration within states. Overall, results for

poverty influencing forced migration are mixed with weak support at best.

1.2 Limitations of Previous Studies

Conclusions on poverty and forced migration in the political science literature are puzzling
as individuals seeking asylum whose testimonies speak to conditions of impoverishment as
motivation at least in part for their decision to flee range from diverse geographies such as
North Korea, China, Kenya, Fiji, and elsewhere. Further, political authorities charged with
making determinations on asylum applications have often found claims of economic degra-
dation compelling enough to grant asylum on such grounds. These patterns are congruent
with what we know to historically be true regarding deprivation and forced migration. The
Huguenots, for example, witnessed the closure of Protestant schools and faced forced for-
feiture of property following Louis XIV’s revocation of the Edict of Nantes. The Nurem-
berg Laws of Nazi Germany barred Jews from working in civil service and restricted their
entry into legal and medical professions. Both of these episodes are critical in understand-
ing precursors to forced migration as the Huguenots are the first group of people universally
recognized as modern-day refugees and the displacement of Jews and other peoples in Eu-
rope following the conclusion of WWII gave birth to the 1951 Convention. The targeted
economic warfare carried out in these events, along with testimonies from asylum seekers
themselves, belie narrative put forth by the empirical record that there is no substantial
relationship between poverty and forced migration.

Another shortcoming of the forced migration literature is that it fails to actually measure



poverty in its empirical analyses. The most commonly used measures of poverty are GDP
per capita or GNP per capita, both of which are not indicators of poverty but indicators
of average income. These economic indicators are inappropriate not only because they are
not measures of poverty, but also because they do not consider the distribution of poverty
within a country nor do they speak to cross-country comparability due to differences in
standards and costs of living.

The consequence of ignoring how poverty rates and gaps vary across space both within
and between countries also ignores the theoretical heterogeneous effects poverty should
have. Aside from being problematic for reasons mentioned above, averaging across in-
come at the national level potentially masks differentiating effects of poverty. This is a
tacit implication that everyone has an equal chance of becoming displaced, regardless of
where they live. Formal modeling from Stark (2004) demonstrates why this is an invalid as-
sumption. The empirical record further suggests poverty disproportionately affects different
communities (Gasparini et al., 2011; Gradin, 2012; Gustafsson and Sai, 2009; Iaropoulos
etal., 1995; Imai et al., 2011; Massey and Eggers, 1990; Quillian, 2012; Van De Walle and
Gunewardena, 2001), leaving groups and individuals already marginalized most vulnera-
ble to economic downswings (Bhorat et al., 2009; Gasparini and Lustig, 2011; Leibbrandt
et al., 2012; Van De Walle and Gunewardena, 2001). Yet, by treating poverty as spatially
and communally invariant, extant literature assumes this empirical observation away result-
ing in economic well-being widely accepted as having little or no effect on forced migration
outcomes.

Schmeidl (1997) addresses the limitations of monetary measures partially by using con-
sumption of energy measured as kilograms of oil per capita to proxy for poverty. While I
agree that measures of consumption are superior operationalizations of poverty than GDP
per capita or GNP per capita, the use of oil is problematic as well. For starters, a lack
of consumption of oil is not necessarily synonymous with a lack of energy consumption.

For instance, during the time period her study covers, biomasses such as fuelwood and



charcoal provided upwards of 95% of energy needs for the developing world (Wood and
Baldwin, 1985), which is Schmeidl’s region of analysis. More than 40% of the develop-
ing world continues to rely on such biomasses for cooking and heating (Muller and Yuan,
2018; Troncoso et al., 2019). Biomasses also serve as an alternative source of income for
peasant farm workers during poor harvests (Scott, 1976).2 Given the developing world’s
heavy economic reliance on non-oil sources of energy, Schmeidl’s models are likely not
accurately estimating poverty as levels of oil consumption in this part of the world do not
necessarily reflect access to economic means.

More critically, what is most unsatisfying is that empirical analyses on poverty and
forced migration do not provide any substantive theoretical consideration as to why or how
poverty should be a contributing factor. That is, there is no theoretical vehicle explored by
current forced migration scholarship providing contextual analysis to poverty and human
displacement. The primary contribution of this dissertation is that it bridges this theoretical
gap by arguing that poverty can lead to forced migration when governments use economic
policies as sticks and carrots to punish their political opponents and reward their political
supporters. That is, states may intentionally use the threat of poverty as a political weapon
by curtailing socioeconomic rights to coerce political others into submission. Such an im-
position of economic degradation can lead to forced migration by limiting the enjoyment
of socioeconomic rights necessary for securing a dignified quality of life. Unable to access
any sort of meaningful economic means to survive, people become desperate enough to
flee. This dissertation is the first to empirically link poverty to forced migration by consid-

ering how governments use poverty as an instrument of coercion.

1.3 Poverty and Forced Migration
In order to solve and prevent forced migration crises, it is necessary to understand why
forced migration occurs to begin with. While I do not intend to challenge the notion that

political violence is responsible for the lion’s share of human displacement, the consistent

2 Author interviews with North Korean refugees, 2/18/22-3/15-22.



testimonies of individuals fleeing policies designed to impoverish and degrade the quality
of life in places such as North Korea, Zimbabwe, Iraq, Venezuela, Myanmar, and elsewhere
clash with conclusions put forth in the forced migration literature. Thus, a more nuanced
consideration of poverty as a source of forced migration is necessary to fully understand
and appreciate why people flee.

This dissertation presents a novel approach to the poverty-forced migration nexus by
examining how poverty can be a form of persecution used by states to disenfranchise, sub-
jugate, or otherwise punish political opponents. I argue that states may funnel preferred ac-
cess to food, employment, education, housing, healthcare, and other socioeconomic rights
to their political supporters and restrict such access to their political opponents or unde-
sirable populations. In the extreme, an asymmetrical distribution of socioeconomic rights
can severely limit the economic well-being of those on the receiving end of discrimina-
tory practices and nudge them to flee in an effort to survive and secure a dignified quality
of life. While the observation that states use economic entitlements as a political tool is
not new, the novelty in my theory is that the weaponization of such entitlements is what
links poverty to forced migration. By engaging in economic persecution against particular

populations, states limits economic options available for survival, forcing human flight.

1.4 Definitions

An argument can be made to include many populations under the umbrella of forced migra-
tion, including internally displaced persons who have not crossed an international frontier
but are in refugee-like situations and trafficked persons. For the purposes of this disserta-
tion, the term “forced migrant” is limited in scope to refugees and asylum seekers. Refugees
are those formally recognized by the United Nations High Commission for Refugees under
the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocols, the 1969
Organization of African United Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee

Problems in Africa, the 1984 Cartagena Declaration on Refugees, and those granted asy-



lum protections by individual countries. Asylum Seekers are individuals who have peti-

tioned for refugee status but whose claims have not yet been adjudicated.

1.5 Methods

I take a mixed-methods approach in this dissertation using observational data for two quan-
titative chapters and interview data for one qualitative chapter. In the two quantitative chap-
ters, the sample includes all forced migrant-producing states and the unit of analysis is
the country-year. I regress my dependent variable of forced migrants against measures of
poverty and socioeconomic privileges while controlling for war and human rights abuses.
This type of analyses allows me to estimate how indicators of poverty influence forced
migration above and beyond the effects of political violence.

The data for the qualitative chapter comes from semi-structured interviews with North
Korean refugees and defectors with the unit of analysis being the individual. The sample
data for the qualitative chapter is not random by design as it is my desire to collect as wide
of a range of perspectives as possible. A random selection process cannot guarantee that
any single perspective will not be overly represented in the data. I use a purposive selec-
tion strategy that incorporates individuals across the spectrum of North Korea’s socially
engineered classes. This type of selection strategy follows that of Fujii (2009), whose work
sought to understand motivations for participating in genocide. Thus, a purposive selection
strategy can better illustrate under what conditions poverty influences decisions to flee at a
micro-level by ensuring a greater diversity of vantage points.

I contextualize the interview data under a human rights-based theoretical framework.
International human rights law underpin the foundation of refugee treaties and the meaning
of what constitutes “persecution.” Scrutinizing the data under such a lens with respect to
socioeconomic rights allows me to take into consideration the circumstances respondents
understand for themselves as reasons for flight. Thus, the qualitative work in this disser-

tation provides a more robust analysis of economic motivations as political persecution,
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linking poverty to forced migration.

1.6 Contributions

This dissertation contributes to the empirical literature on forced migration in at least three
ways. First, it provides rich, theoretical nuance to how poverty and expectations thereof
relate to displacement. By analyzing the means through which states may economically
disenfranchise their citizens, this study illuminates a theoretical pathway between economic
pains and forced migration previously unexplored in the forced migration literature. The
consideration of poverty under the scope of persecution connects the historical record with
quantitative empirical analyses where previous studies have fallen short.

Second, this dissertation challenges the current understanding that there is no mean-
ingful link between poverty and forced migration. Previous studies have routinely failed
to substantively connect economic deprivation to rates of displacement, almost exclusively
crediting war and human rights violations (Adhikari, 2013; Davenport et al., 2003; Ibafnez,
2009; Melander and Oberg, 2007; Moore and Shellman, 2004; Schmeidl, 1997). While I
make no claim against the validity of war and threats to physical integrity as causes of
forced migration, this dissertation provides both quantitative and qualitative evidence that
in addition to political violence, forced migration is a consequence of poverty created as a
result of economic violence.

Finally, this study has implications for who becomes displaced. Findings from Chap-
ter 3 suggest that improvements in socioeconomic outcomes for women in particular lead
to a substantive decline in expected rates of displacement. The theory I build throughout
this dissertation is applicable to other communities as well such as indigenous groups, reli-
gious and ethnic minorities, and other traditionally marginalized peoples. This should be of
particular interest to scholars of Comparative Politics as access to public goods and socioe-
conomic benefits in patronage states can largely depend on having a coethnic representative

in power. If politicians engage in ethnic favoritism in multiethnic patronage democracies,
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then a turnover of those in power to a different ethnic group may witness a corresponding
change in the composition of forced migrant identities as one group gains access to socioe-
conomic benefits of the state while the other loses it. While these implications are beyond
the scope of this dissertation, they do speak to the novel dimensions for future research into

forced migration this dissertation carves out across political science subfields.

1.7 Limitations

Studying economic persecution is a difficult problem. Though results indicate a broader
trend of poverty indicators correlating with forced migration, quantitative findings are
mostly suggestive as the data does not necessarily highlight conditions of intentional state
targeting. Observing targeted, economic persecution is not easy as it is often done infor-
mally and unlikely to show up in data sets. Thus, I encounter similar empirical limitations
to previous studies as the data necessary to fully and convincingly test my theory does
not yet exist. This leaves my quantitative analyses as mostly suggestive, though the qual-
itative work in Chapter 4 seeks to ameliorate this shortcoming by speaking directly with
forced migrants whose country of origin, North Korea, engages in the type of economic
persecution described by my theory. That is, I overcome data limitations by conducting a
deep dive into the micro-level push factors through semi-structured interviews with North
Korean refugees, subjecting my theory and work to a more rigorous analysis than large-N
regressions can provide.

While the research put forth in this dissertation is a step forward in explaining forced
migration, it is not intended to be the final step. Political agreement upon what constitutes
a refugee or person worthy of asylum has continuously evolved for well over 2500 years.
Even with the attempts of the 1951 Convention to provide a globally standardized defini-
tion of “refugee” across states, our understanding of “refugee” is constantly progressing to
encompass different groups and peoples beyond the Convention’s original scope. Women,

for example, were not considered “a particular social group” as outlined in the Convention
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worthy of protection until more than forty years after its adoption when the Supreme Court
of Canada recognized the human rights abuses women and girls face in numerous con-
texts across the globe are a direct consequence of their gender. Thus, as governing bodies
come to understand more nuanced pathways to forced migration, so too will future research
provide more finely grained theoretical contributions and analyses on the causes of forced

migration.

1.8 Chapter outline

Following this introduction, Chapters 2 and 3 elaborate on my theory and present a more
theoretically informed effort to measure poverty’s impact on forced migration. In Chapter
2, I provide a theoretical connection detailing how poverty and a lack of consumption di-
rectly harms physical security and encourages people to flee. Chapter 3 argues expectations
of poverty can also lead to forced migration through the inability to enjoy socioeconomic
rights as a result of deliberate state practices. These chapters provide the bulk of my theo-
retical contributions and present my quantitative analyses.

Chapter 4 complements the quantitative findings of Chapters 2 and 3 with a case study
on North Korean refugees. While the large-N analyses in Chapters 2 and 3 provide evi-
dence in favor of my theory on poverty and its expectation acting as coercive mechanisms
for forced migration, these results are largely suggestive due to current data limitations for
the most part being unable to highlight conditions of intentional economic dispossession.
Chapter 4 attempts to reconcile these limitations with qualitative, in-depth interviews with
North Korean refugees who understand for themselves that their reasons for fleeing North
Korea were motivated at least in part by intentional limitations placed on their economic
capacities. Socioeconomic status in North Korea is purely a function of perceived politi-
cal loyalty to the state; thus, qualitative interviews with North Korean refugees present a
prime opportunity to shed light on the relationship between poverty and forced migration

that large-N studies are incapable of providing. Narratives from the North Korean experi-
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ence are sprinkled throughout this dissertation to provide real-world context to the theory I
describe.

Chapter 5 provides concluding remarks. In addition to a recount of the findings, limita-
tions, and contributions, Chapter 5 also includes a discussion on avenues for future research
that result from this dissertation. Specifically, it expounds upon the implications for forced
migration research in the Comparative Politics subfield, particularly with regards to repre-

sentation and identity politics.
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CHAPTER 2

Angry Apple Trees:

How caloric deficits lead to forced migration

2.1 Introduction

Scholars have spilled much ink determining sources of forced migration. While the major-
ity rightfully credit political violence, none spend energy theoretically exploring poverty as
a motivating factor. Empirical analyses on poverty and forced migration generally turn up
insignificant results and those that do have little substantive meaning. This is puzzling given
historical documentation of people fleeing economic dispossession as well as the empirical
record with regards to poverty and regular migration.

The majority of studies on poverty and forced migration use measures of poverty that
are neither theoretically justified nor comparable to measures of poverty used by economists.
This chapter and the next corrects these deficiencies by examining how poverty might affect
forced migration and providing a more theoretically informed empirical analysis. In short,
I argue that the deliberate imposition of economic degradation can lead to both economic
and physical harms that threaten a person’s life. This can be particularly true in instances
where restrictions are placed on the production or consumption of food, particularly in
regions reliant on agricultural activity. The inability to acquire and consume adequate nu-
trition directly threatens a person’s physical security and can result in forced migration as
people flee starvation and hunger.

This chapter proceeds as follows. First, I begin by providing a working definition of
poverty as employed by economists to measure deprivation. Next, I briefly discuss the role
economic factors play in the non-forced migration literature. I then narrow this discussion
to the context of forced migration and theoretically expound upon the weaponization of

poverty by states and why this should lead to forced migration. I include real-world sce-
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narios of the forced deprivation I describe to provide context and illustrate elements of the
theory. Following my theoretical discussion, I subject my theory to an empirical analy-
sis using agricultural output to proxy for spending power and caloric intake to proxy for
consumption. As discussed below, the global poor is reliant on agricultural activities for
purchasing power and consumption is a more reliable indicator of poverty than income.
Results suggest that both reduced purchasing power and consumption increase expected
rates of displacement. By theoretically expounding upon how poverty is a tool governments
wield against their political opponents to reduce their consumption, my results contradict
existing conclusions that poverty is not related to forced migration. The final section con-
cludes and provides a segue into other means of economic degradation, such as restrictions

on socioeconomic rights.

2.2 Poverty and What It Means
The trend in the political science literature on forced migration is to measure poverty using
national-level income indicators such as GDP per capita. While this may seem a logical
measure to estimate the effects of poverty, it is problematic for a variety of reasons. For
starters, it is a measure purely based on income and does not account for other forms of
purchasing power such as tax liabilities and credits, in-kind transfers, bartered transactions,
savings usage, access to credit, or availability of anti-poverty programs (Meyer and Sulli-
van, 2012). An abundance or dearth of these income alternatives can either enhance or limit
a person’s consumption of essential goods such as food, clothing, water, shelter, and so on.
Thus, conceptualizing poverty as solely a function of wealth or income may not truly reflect
the state of destitution different communities experience.

GDP growth also has a poor track record of accurately accounting for the economically
disadvantaged (Cutler et al., 1991). Because of this, many economists estimate poverty and
economic well-being using measures of consumption. Slesnick (2001) argues that mea-

sures of consumption are superior indicators of poverty and economic well-being because
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individuals and household can smooth their levels of consumption by saving when income
exceeds consumption needs and by dissaving or even borrowing when income falls short of
consumption needs. Meyer and Sullivan (2012) argue that consumption-based measures of
poverty more accurately measure deprivation than income-based measures. Evidence from
Meyer and Sullivan (2003, 2011) suggests that material hardship is more severe for those
with low consumption relative to those with low incomes. What’s more, these same studies
also highlight that for those at the bottom of the income distribution with little or no assets
or debt, reported consumption exceeds reported income, providing further evidence that
income may not necessarily reflect poverty.

Ultimately, poverty is an inability to consume. Whether that be food, energy, clothing,
shelter, water, appliances, vehicles, or other goods and services, an inability to consume
- be it through purchase, donation, barter, or some other form of transaction - reflects the
functional meaning of poverty. Thus, for the purposes of this dissertation, poverty is defined
as restrictions on a person’s ability to consume goods and services at a level necessary to

meet the minimum standards for survival.

2.3 Poverty and Regular Migration

Though poverty is theoretically under-explored in the forced migration literature, theories
of migration in general have a strong economic component. Hagen-Zanker (2002) divides
this literature into three levels of analysis with micro-level theories focusing on individual
decisions to migrate, macro-level theories that focus on aggregate trends, and meso-level
theories focusing on household or community levels. I discuss here the major theories fo-
cusing on the role of economic circumstances that factor into the decision to migrate at

each of these levels.

2.3.1 Macro-level theories
The majority of macro-level theories of migration are consumed with explaining rural-

to-urban migration. The foundational models of Lewis (1954) and Ranis and Fei (1964)
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suggest migration is a result of an excess supply of labor in rural, agricultural sectors mi-
grating to urban, modern sectors. That is, rural workers are attracted to urban areas due
to positive wage differentials (Hagen-Zanker, 2002). Todaro (1969) and Harris and Todaro
(1970) build on these models arguing that an increase in expected earnings are weighed
against the probability of finding urban employment. In other words, in addition to urban
wage premiums acting as a pull factor, so too do urban employment rates.

Scholars have provided empirical evidence supporting these theories in a variety of con-
texts. Mitra and Murayama (2009) concludes that for men, better employment prospects en-
courage rural-to-urban migration in India. In support of the surplus labor argument, Schultz
(1971) finds relatively lower returns to labor and higher population growth in rural areas
encourage internal migration to urban centers in Colombia. Wu and Zhou (1996) further
observe that both population growth and rising rural-urban wage differentials in China have
led to increases in migration without negatively impacting rural agricultural production.

The growth of industrial sectors encourage international migration as well, with macro
theories stressing the expansion of capital and growth of multinational corporations at-
tracting labor from rural, underdeveloped regions. In his dual labor market theory, Priore
(1979) credits growth in the primary sector and the cyclical nature of the secondary sector
as pull factors for migration. He argues lower wages and the unstable nature of cyclical
work make the secondary sectors unattractive for native workers, leading to an increased
demand for migrant labor. Wallerstein (1974) argues colonialism brought the expansion of
capitalist markets which penetrated rural, peripheral societies with transportation and com-
munication industries. Thus, not only was there an increase in demand for migrant labor
from globalizing cities, the expansion of markets and infrastructure also made it easier to

migrate by lessening the associated burdens of cost.
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2.3.2 Micro-level theories

Micro theories on the economics of migration focus on decision-making at the individual
level. These theories tend to take either a human capital or behavior approach. Regarding
the human capital approach, migration is viewed as an individual investment decision to
increase productivity (Hagen-Zanker, 2002). These models entail individual consideration
of a rational cost-benefit calculation which balance costs of migration and future expected
returns. Because this analysis considers future expected benefits, age plays a role with
the probability of migration decreasing with age (Agesa and Kim, 2001; Hadler, 2006;
Otrachshenko and Popova, 2014; Sandell, 1977; Wu and Zhou, 1996).

Behavioral theories of migration assume a utility threshold individuals wish to attain.
Similar to cost-benefit analyses, individuals take stock of their current place utility to de-
termine whether or not to migrate by weighing their past and future rewards against antic-
ipated rewards in potential destinations (Hagen-Zanker, 2002). Using randomized survey
data on self-reported life satisfaction, Otrachshenko and Popova (2014) shows that individ-
uals with lower levels of life satisfaction are more likely to migrate than individuals with
higher levels of life satisfaction. Though the empirics do not speak to the expected utility in
destination countries, individuals reporting lower levels of life satisfaction in Central and
Eastern Europe were more likely to report intentions to migrate than their counterparts in
non-Central and Eastern European countries where wages are higher and unemployment

rates are lower.

2.3.3 Meso-level theories

Meso-level theories of migration focus on the decisions of households or families to mi-
grate (Hagen-Zanker, 2002). Early models consider families migrating as units. Mincer
(1978) argues that family ties tend to deter migration, increasing the earnings of migrating
husbands at the expense of their migrating wives. In this context, the family as a whole

migrates if the net gain is positive. If only one member of the household finds work or if

19



the earnings of another household member are reduced, then the family migrates only when
the gains of that one person exceeds the losses of other family members (Sandell, 1977).

The New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) models developed by Stark and
Bloom (1985) and others suggest households maximize income and status while mini-
mizing risks by sending off select members as migrants. Stark and Levhari (1982) argue
that in addition to higher wages luring migrant workers, migration is also a strategy that
minimizes risk in the face of market failures in insurance or credit markets. Migration di-
versifies income-generating activities and spreads risk across different sectors. Stark and
Bloom (1985) note that the family unit is a small group within which to pool risks but that
scale economies may be realized through migration of certain members into a sector where
earnings are not highly positively correlated in the place of origin. Along with pooling costs
and benefits through diversified labor portfolios, migration acts as co-insurance as well by
benefiting both the family members who migrate in the form of higher wages and support
from non-migrating family members during times of unemployment, and those who stay in
the form of remittances (Damon, 2010) and a reduced labor supply which can place upward
pressure on wages (Rosenzweig, 1988; Stark and Bloom, 1985).

Other implications of NELM models are migration in response to feelings of relative
deprivation. Stark (1984) suggests a person’s perceived satisfaction given their own in-
come is a function of income statistics other than their own and that migration is a strategy
to improve their relative position. As Hagen-Zanker (2002) notes, the benefits to a house-
hold with migrating members are twofold: their absolute income increases with remittances
and higher returns to labor as well as their relative income with respect to their reference
group. Stark’s model suggests migration in response to relative deprivation should be more
prevalent in areas with higher levels of inequality and provides formal (Stark, 2006) and

empirical (Stark et al., 2009) evidence that this is the case.
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2.3.4 Summation on poverty and regular migration

This review is not intended to be an inclusive discussion of the migration literature, but
rather a brief summary of the major economic theories of migration. While theories on
regular migration consider factors other than economics, I have focused on the literature
that touches upon the influence of poverty as that is the theme of this dissertation with
regards to forced migration. At the macro level, a surplus of labor at the origin acts as a push
factor and higher wages at the destination act as a pull factor, typically from underdeveloped
rural areas to developed urban areas. Globalization also plays a role with communication
and transportation infrastructure drastically reducing the costs of migration. At the micro
level, individual characteristics such as age, marital status, and life satisfaction factor into
a cost-benefit analysis in which individuals weigh the benefits of staying against the cost
and benefits of migrating. Meso levels consider the decision-making of households where
one or more members migrate in order to diversify labor portfolios across rural and urban
sectors and to minimize risk in the presence of market failures. Relative deprivation is also
a factor, particularly in settings of high income inequality.

A reoccurring theme in the economics of migration literature is poverty in terms of
agricultural output. While some authors discuss urban unemployment, it is in the context
of migration from rural poverty, notably in agricultural sectors where individuals migrate
as a strategy of consumption smoothing. The empirical record is replete with studies from
various geographical contexts supporting the notion that as agricultural productivity de-
clines, poverty rises and people migrate in pursuit of bettering their economic situations
(Feng et al., 2010; Marchiori et al., 2012; Nawrotzki et al., 2013).

While economic theories of regular migration have considered poverty in contexts of
consumption and agricultural production, the political science literature on forced migra-
tion has not. Given the prolific empirical record regarding connections between agricultural
productivity, poverty, and out-migration, the agricultural approach makes for an appropriate

starting point for exploring the relationship between poverty and forced migration.
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Aside from playing a prominent role in the migration literature, there are other theoret-
ical reasons why we should consider poverty emanating from agriculture sectors as a driver
of forced migration. In the following sections of this chapter and throughout the next two, I
theoretically approach poverty influencing forced migration under the contexts of coercive
economic policy infringing on the ability to procure adequate nutrition. The theoretical
advancement is not that I apply economic theories of migration to the context of forced
migration, but that I consider how the push factors of these theories can also be elements of
persecution, a necessary component distinguishing forced migrants from regular migrants.
One example is while famine and food shortages can adversely affect all, governments can
strategically direct relief efforts to their political bases and curb the consumption of their
political opponents. Such was the case in North Korea when famine struck in the 1990s;
though dwindling food supplies were adverse to the majority of the population, those con-
sidered loyal to the ruling Kim regime received preferential access to grain rations while
those deemed disloyal were reduced to weeds and, in some cases, mud simply for the il-
lusion of having a full belly. State practices with these outcomes are inherently political
and threaten a person’s physical security and ability to survive. Below, I discuss in further
detail why poverty in general and agricultural poverty in particular may encourage forced

migration.

2.4 Poverty as a Political Tool

Poverty in general, and agricultural poverty in particular, play a prominent role in the eco-
nomics of migration literature. Not only has the political science literature failed to provide
any meaningful theory as to why or how poverty relates to forced migration, it has to my
knowledge never considered the role of poverty in agriculture sectors.! This section does
both; it considers how governments can use economic policy, particularly agricultural and

other policies related to food, as a political tool to coopt political supporters and target those

'In fact, the only work I am aware of to even consider poverty in terms of consumption is that of Schmeidl
(1997) who proxies for energy consumption with oil. As I described in the introduction, however, this too is
problematic.
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deemed politically inexpedient. Governments accomplish this by directing economic goods
disproportionately towards bases of support; providing urban elites enhanced access to ben-
efits of the state at the expense of the rural poor; implementing inappropriate development
policies under the guise of modernization; and using food as a weapon. These practices can
be thought of as economic persecution as they are inherently tied to the perceived politi-
cal worth of the individual, group, or region targeted by the government. They can also be
executed with the intention of limiting the consumption of those politically unaligned with
the state in an effort to increase political compliance and dependency on the government.
People then flee as they are unable to seek reprieve from the state due to the political nature
of the impoverished conditions imposed upon them. Below, I discuss in more detail state
practices that can lead to such outcomes. I then provide further theoretical discussion as to
why agricultural output may provide a better measure of poverty than typical measures of

national income used in prior studies.

2.4.1 Bases of support
Poverty may be employed as a political tool as a means of control by the state that rewards
political supporters while punishing political opponents. Whether it be on the basis of eth-
nolinguistic affinity, religious identity, party membership, or some other feature deemed
undesirable by the state, control of economic levels can be a particularly effective weapon.
This can be especially true in patronage states where bloated public sectors possess virtual
monopolies over economic privileges and public officials enjoy high levels of discretion
over the allocation of public goods and services. The ability of governments to influence
economic rewards on the basis of ethnic or partisan favoritism leaves outsiders with little
or no options to seek internal remedies, prompting external flight.

Governments may disproportionately direct resources to areas sharing the ethnicity of

those in power. This means that ethnic favoritism can determine the distribution of re-
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sources a region receives.? Areas that do not share the ethnicity of those in power therefore
suffer from an intentional lack of economic investment. This can be particularly harmful
for groups whose ethnic identity is geographically bounded (Chandra, 2007). Thus, by re-
serving investments in boreholes, roads, irrigation technologies, or other projects beneficial
to economic development for ethnic kin as opposed to areas most in need, non-coethnics
of the state economically suffer on the basis of their ethnic and social identity.

Similar situations can arise from partisan favoritism. Incumbents can make party funds
available only to those who have expressed loyalty. Jean-Claude Duvalier of Haiti, for
example, instituted a Constitutional amendment that granted financial assistance to political
parties who had declared allegiance to his regime (Orizio, 2002). Programmatic funding
for cities and neighborhoods can also be contingent on support for the ruling party. Finan
(2004) finds municipal funding for public works in Brazil to be dependent on the degree
of electoral support for federal deputies. In Ghana, districts where the ruling party sweep
administrative elections receive more funding for public schools (Miguel and Zaidi, 2003).

Social and occupational advancement may also rely on party membership with those
lacking membership denied economic benefits available only to ruling party members.
Such is the case with Communist Party membership in China, which carries a wage pre-
mium bestowed via political capital (Acker, 2015; Mclaughlin, 2016; Nikolov et al., 2020).
Membership in a Nazi organization during the Third Reich granted an exclusive avenue to
social mobility (Blum and De Bromhead, 2017). Bates (2014) notes that in both Zambia
and Nigeria, party membership was a prerequisite for loan applications; in Ghana, party
loyalists were given priority for farm work and were also placed in positions of public
office, replacing opposition members.

North Korea is another example where party membership is a precondition to socioe-
conomic advancement. Members of the Korean Workers’ Party are gifted urban housing,

extra food rations, and other forms of largess such as refrigerators, televisions, and other

This type of favoritism is not necessarily exclusive to coethnics. Linguistic favoritism, religious fa-
voritism, or favoritism based on some other identity can equally determine the path of economic largess.
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luxury goods unavailable to the general public. Party members also receive priority in em-
ployment with access to safer, more desirable vocations. Other groups, such as families
of defectors, descendants of those who collaborated with Japanese authorities during col-
onization, or those labelled politically disloyal are the first to lose food rations and often
forced to scavenge for rodents and weeds during unproductive harvests.

Governments can also use agricultural economic policy to consolidate political power
and block access to opposition members. Agricultural policies can be designed to secure
advantages for particular interests, appease political forces, and to enhance the capacity
of political regimes to remain in power. Elites in charge of agricultural subsidy programs
can exploit privileged access for direct personal gain or to create a political following. In
Zambia, political allies were the beneficiaries of subsidized farm inputs. In Nigeria and
Ghana, state farms were structured not in a way to maximize output for those in greatest
need, but to make public resources in each district available to government supporters to
organize support for the ruling regime. Farms were placed strategically so that they could
provide public benefits for government supporters and farm managers were required to give
priority to party activists (Bates, 2014). Thus, agricultural policies can also be designed to
strengthen political allies at the expense of the apolitical or political opposition.

Governments can also strategically channel aid resources intended for economic de-
velopment and disaster relief towards areas where they enjoy more popular support and
away from areas they do not, regardless of need. This can result in widening inequality and
exacerbated natural disasters. Jablonski (2014), for instance, provides evidence suggesting
opposition supporters in Kenya are less likely to receive aid than incumbent supporters and
also that voters who share the incumbent’s ethnicity receive more aid on average. Plimper
and Neumayer (2002) find that famines in autocratic states are more devastating due to the
ruling regime favoring targeted transfers to a smaller elite as opposed to measures aimed
at alleviating hunger for the masses. This is consistent with work from Jayne et al. (2001)

who show that the Ethiopian government allocates food aid to regions favored by the state

25



rather than those most in need.

In addition to distorting economic benefits in favor of political allies, states can use
economic policy that directly harms their political opponents as well. States can divert
resources from opposition strongholds directly to their home region. For example, Kenyan
President Daniel Arap Moi redirected resources from coffee growers, who were largely
located in the region of his predecessor, to grain farmers from his home region (Bates,
1983). Officials can revoke permits, deny certification of titles, and rescind tax exemptions
of those who attempt to circumvent state interventions in markets. Ruling regimes may also
outlaw parties or remove opposition leaders from office via constitutional amendments
or extrajudicial measures such as forced detention or assassination. Such was the fate of
members of the National Liberation Movement in Ghana who organized to protest official
cocoa pricing policies (Bates, 2014).

Other forms of direct interference with economic livelihoods of political opponents can
include seizure of property and means of production and pressuring businesses to not em-
ploy those who voted against the ruling party. The Robert Mugabe regime, for example,
seized large-scale commercial farms from mostly white farmers for landless war veterans
(Glantz and Cullen, 2003). The confiscation of these farms served as a two-pronged attack
as land was not only divied up among Mugabe loyalists, it also cut funding to the opposi-
tion Movement for Democratic Change party which enjoyed the support of wealthy white
farmers (Maltz, 2006). Relatedly, Venezuelan voters who signed the 2003 petition trigger-
ing the recall election of Hugo Chavez experienced both a 5% drop in wages and more than
a 1-percentage-point decrease in employment rates relative to voters who had not signed
the petition. Thus, not only can states use economic policy to enrich its supporters at the
expense of its opponents, it can also use poverty as a weapon to force its opponents into
submission.

Across time and space we see that governments are able to use the power of the purse

to economically disenfranchise those not explicitly aligned politically with those in power.
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States engage in practices that both reward political loyalty and also politically coerce
and punish individuals, groups, and regions deemed a threat. By picking and choosing the
distribution of economic benefits on the basis of politics, poverty becomes an inherently
political phenomenon. As a result, it is unlikely that recourse is available from the state as
the reasons for being in poverty are directly tied to the politics of the state. Limited access
to resources, employment, and public services may trigger flight as people seek livelihoods
beyond the purview of their governments of origin that have taken intentional measures to

impoverish them on the basis of their ethnic or political identity.

2.4.2 Food as a weapon

States can also use food as a weapon to enhance dependency on the state. This is a common
strategy employed by authoritarian regimes in an effort to make citizens’ livelihoods a
function of political loyalty (Byman and Lind, 2010). They accomplish this by either using
food as a reward for political loyalty, a punishment for political disobedience, or both.

The use of food as a political weapon is often achieved through social engineering. In
North Korea, for example, the citizenry is divided into classes based on perceived political
loyalty to the Kim regime. Members of the core class considered most loyal have access to
higher quantities of food rations. Members of the hostile class receive little, if any, rations
and what little they do receive is often of poor quality. In fact, it is not uncommon that
members of this class are reduced to eating tree bark soup or scouring the fields for rodents
and edible weeds.

States can also engage in intentional ecocide and strip local communities of the right to
farm, hunt, fish, or otherwise produce their own food. They can destroy farms, crops, and
other capital necessary to engage in agricultural activities. Sadam Hussein, for example,
famously ditched, diked, and drained the Iraqi marshlands in an effort to systematically
deprive the regional populations of their economic livelihoods (Ahram, 2015; Richardson

and Hussain, 2006; Thesiger, 2007). Ahram (2015) meticulously details how Sadam Hus-
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sein’s regime not only engaged in systematic ecocide of the Iraqi wetlands, but also how
his government banned fishing, revoked food rations, burned villages, and poisoned water
sources so that the Marsh Arabs could no longer depend on their natural environment to
survive. By depriving these communities of methods and resources they had relied on for
centuries for their livelihoods, upwards of 100,000 fled as refugees (Adriansen, 2004).

States can also use food as a weapon by controlling who has access to national food
reserves and food aid during times of need. They may refuse relief assistance to flow to
areas or regions popular with opposition populations. During times of civil unrest, they
may even refuse relief to enter into regions controlled by rebels. Governments may also
exacerbate food shortages by blocking flows into deficit areas traditionally reliant on the
imports of grain and other assistance. The Soviet Union famously imposed checkpoints in
rural Ukraine to prevent food from being imported into areas facing chronic food shortages
in order to subdue an “unwilling nationality”” (Eberstadt, 1999).

By inhibiting the ability to procure food, governments render people destitute and de-
pendent on the state for their well-being. These tactics can be particularly harmful to com-
munities heavily reliant on agriculture as they have no other means of acquiring adequate
nutrition or livelihood. This can result in high rates of malnutrition and death by starvation.
While the desired result for governments engaging in these practices is political compli-
ance, another likely outcome is forced migration as people flee, desperate to escape starva-

tion.

2.4.3 Consumption and agriculture

In many circumstances, access to agricultural inputs and outputs is inherently political as
subsidized fertilizer, seeds, mechanical equipment, irrigation technologies, credit and other
resources critical for agricultural productivity disproportionately accrue to the politically
connected elite. Even who has access to food in certain parts of the world is a function of

politics. In the preceding sections, I have expounded upon a variety of contexts in which
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poverty is the result of such political maneuvering. Though not exhaustive, these scenarios
describe real-world manipulations of economic policy states engage in to reward political
supporters and punish political opposition.

Because such a large number of the global poor are dependent upon agricultural activ-
ities to survive, any policy curbing the production of such activities directly dampens eco-
nomic prospects. Plentiful yields, however, may provide protection against adverse agricul-
ture policies by supplying a surplus of outputs for barter or personal consumption. Though
small rural farmers may receive less in cash profits for their harvests, higher yields may
enable them to maintain a subsistence livelihood by means of bartering, paying debts in-
kind, and reaping an abundance of food to sustain their families through the next harvesting
season. That is, plentiful harvests can lessen the severity of adverse agricultural policies by
providing an alternative means of trade. Such abundance increases the opportunity cost
of flight and incentives to stay as higher yields preserve a modicum of purchasing power
individuals can exploit for survival in the face of detrimental agricultural policies.

There are other measures people who find themselves on the receiving end of coercive
agricultural policies may take to maintain a subsistence existence involving agricultural
activities as well. Scott (1976) describes “an evolutionary retreat back through the stages
of food production” where peasant farmers will forage for edible roots, regress to slash-
and-burn farming techniques, or engage in primitive gathering strategies in order to survive.
They may even resort to reducing their consumption to that of seed paddy, millet, roots, and
bran - what is normally reserved for animal feed - or even try their hand at less productive
crops or cash crops that, while not edible, may be traded or bartered for basic necessities.’

A poor harvest, however, leaves agricultural workers without a product to sell or trade.
This drastically reduces the chances of turning a profit and may even leave agricultural
workers unpaid and farmers unable to cover costs. Moreover, farmers may still owe land-

lords exorbitant percentages of their harvests as rent, reducing economic prospects even

Interviews with North Korean refugees reveal individuals resort to eating wild grass and even baking
cookies out of mountain clay.
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further. Thus, a dramatic enough decrease in agricultural productivity may result in a sub-
stantial loss of purchasing power that leaves few, if any, alternatives to flight as individuals
seek protection and survival elsewhere. Drops in agricultural productivity may be a stronger
motivator of flight when economic well-being is largely dependent on such activity.

Thus, looking at agricultural output as a measure of poverty is appropriate not only due
to the use of agriculture policy as a political weapon by states, but also due to how it can
theoretically behave economically similar to income. Higher yields can provide agricultural
workers with the purchasing power necessary to survive through the following season. Even
in the face of state-mandated price ceilings diminishing the amount of cash farmers can
receive for their products, a farmer with a bountiful yield could trade their surplus for meat,
grains, fuel, or other essentials for survival. A paltry harvest, on the other hand, drastically
reduces spending power and leaves the farmer and his dependents doubly exposed as not
only is there less product to trade or consume, but the politicization of agriculture policies
may also leave the farmer and his family without access to credit or insurance markets to

supplement their incomes.

2.5 Observable Implications

I have spent the last several pages arguing how poverty resulting from economic persecu-
tion can lead to forced migration. By virtue of the state using economic policy to coerce
individuals who are not key supporters of the regime, purchasing power is diminished,
forcing individuals to flee in order to survive as they are unable to consume at or above
subsistent levels. This may both increase the number of forced migrants within a particular

population as well as the likelihood an individual becomes a forced migrant.

H1a: Declining purchasing power increases rates of forced migration.

H1b: Declining purchasing power increases the likelihood of forced migration.
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Though economic downturns may adversely impact all, the consequences may not be
shared equally as states take measures to shield politically important groups. Thus, for
those with diminished access to the state, declining purchasing power may force people
to leave who otherwise may not have done so. That is, in addition to increasing rates of
displacement, poverty may also increase the likelihood an individual becomes displaced.

The theory proposed above takes advantage of the fact that more than three quarters of
the extreme rural poor depend on agricultural productivity for their livelihoods. As agri-
culture yields increase, individuals have more goods to trade or consume directly. Rising
output thus increases the opportunity cost of fleeing and provides downward pressure on
the incentive to leave. As yields decrease, however, this opportunity cost declines. As in-
come alternatives recede, people have fewer goods to trade and less purchasing power for
food and other essentials for survival.

Relatedly, the type of discriminatory policies I described above can inhibit the amount
of food available for consumption. Humans may be willing to agriculturally devolve and
rely on kitchen gardens or wild roots and berries for caloric sustenance, but this survival
strategy hinges on the availability of such alternatives. What makes agricultural policy such
an effective tool in rewarding and punishing political supporters and adversaries is that,
particularly in states with substantial populations reliant on agroeconomies, not only can it
dramatically impact profits and incomes, but also the amount of food available for direct
consumption. Inflexible quotas may leave rural producers with less for themselves than the
minimal amount others are entitled to. Restrictions on inputs such as fertilizer and mechan-
ical machinery can further reduce potential gains. For those dependent on sufficient output
to supplement dietary needs, drastic reduction in the available food supply may encourage
flight, particularly for individuals ineligible for public food programs. Further, states can
take direct measures to limit food consumption by blocking imports, directing food aid
away from regions in need, and imposing stringent requirements for purchasing food in

state-run grocery stores. All of these actions work to reduce the available food supply and
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potentially starve particular populations into submission.

H2a: Negative (positive) shocks to food supplies increase (decrease) rates of forced

migration.

H2b: Negative (positive) shocks to food supplies increase (decrease) the likelihood of

forced migration.

My theory also speaks to relationships of identity and forced migration. For example, in
patronage states both politician and citizen anticipate favoritism. Citizens expect politicians
to funnel resources towards the near exclusive benefit of their own group and for access to
state resources to be conditional on having a co-ethnic in government (Chandra, 2007;
Posner, 2005). Because politicians also anticipate this behavior from citizens, there is no
incentive for the politician to deliver public goods to non-coethnics and non-coethnics have
no expectation of receiving such goods. Thus, a turnover in the ethnic identity of state
leaders or bureaucrats can lead to a change in the ethnic identity of forced migrants. Though
beyond the scope of this project, I briefly return to this notion in the next chapter and

expound upon it more in the concluding chapter when discussing future research.

2.6 Data and Empirical Design

I have offered a theory linking poverty to forced migration that involves states using eco-
nomic policy as a coercive mechanism to reward their core constituents at the expense of
constituents incumbent regimes deem less politically valuable. In this theory, I have argued
that the manipulation of agricultural policies to benefit the politically connected can act as a
double-edged sword for smaller, rural farmers. Not only do these policies reduce economic
expectations by limiting potential profits, reduced purchasing power may also threaten the

food supply smaller populations rely on for barter or consumption. Going a step further,
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I have also argued that bountiful surplus in agricultural sectors may reduce forced migra-
tion by providing individuals with surplus to either trade or consume, counteracting state
practices designed to deprive. That is, plentiful harvests can act as a natural safety valve
and allow rural farmers to circumvent economic policies designed to reduce their economic
expectations by providing purchasing power through barter, in-kind payments, or personal

consumption.

2.6.1 Dependent variable

I am first interested in how poverty influences forced migration. Thus, my dependent vari-
able is the sum of refugees plus asylum seekers. That is, my dependent variable includes
not only those who have successfully petitioned a state or the United Nations for refugee
status, but also those who have formally requested asylum and whose status is pending. It is
necessary to include this construct as an outcome variable as my theory is one of poverty on
displacement, not the ability of those displaced who have crossed an international frontier
to successfully petition for asylum. The ability of an individual to effectively communicate
why they are deserving of refugee status and the outcome of refugee status determination
on the part of the receiving state, while interesting and worthy of exploration, are two sep-
arate research questions that are beyond the scope of this project.

Data on refugees and asylum seekers comes from the United Nations High Commission
for Refugees (UNHCR). To adjudicate refugee claims, the UNHCR conducts an interview
between an Eligibility Officer and the asylum applicant. This interview is to gauge the ap-
plicant’s claim to asylum where the applicant explains in their own words why they have
departed their country of origin. Following the interview, the Eligibility Officer then evalu-
ates information provided by the asylum claimant to determine credibility of the applicant’s
claims with regards to a well-founded fear of harm should the claimant be returned to their
country of origin; persecution on the grounds of race, religion, nationality, membership of

a particular social group, or political opinion; or, if the asylum claimant does not meet these
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criteria, if they were to face serious harm or threats to their physical integrity due to gen-
eralized violence or events seriously disturbing the social order in their country of origin
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2020). These data are provided at the
country-year level and range from the first year there is a record of each state producing

forced migrants through 2019.

2.6.2 Agriculture

My first theoretical independent variable of interest is poverty. I operationalize this as pur-
chasing power. More than 45% of the global rural population and more than 75% of the
extreme rural poor are dependent on agriculture for their livelihoods (Castafieda et al.,
2016; Hajra and Ghosh, 2018). Work in the development economics field suggests that sus-
tained growth in agriculture sectors could drastically reduce global poverty. Thus, not only
does my theory call for my independent variables to be a measure of purchasing power,
empirical work from the economics field suggests agricultural output to be an appropriate
measure as well. To proxy for purchasing power, I use the Crop Production Index from the
World Development Indicators dataset provided by the World Bank. This index is taken
from the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations and indexes agri-
cultural production using the period of 2014-2016 as a baseline. Values are measured as
a net sum of price-weighted quantities of agricultural commodities after accounting for
seed and feed. These measures are calculated by dividing aggregate for a given year by the
average aggregate of the 2014-2016 baseline period.

I have argued above that poverty is the inability to purchase and consume. The Crop
Production Index may adequately reflect changes in average purchasing power as crop
production can provide alternatives to cash and income that would not be reflected in GDP
per capita. Even if individuals are cash poor, higher levels of farming productivity provide
a commodity to trade for other goods as well as food for personal consumption. Thus,

output as measured by the Crop Production Index can be indicative of changes in relative
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purchasing power and thus a reasonable proxy for consumption. I use this data to test
hypothesis 1a.

This data, of course, is simply a suggestive measure of poverty and while it may better
reflect levels of purchasing power than previous studies, it does not reflect the imposition
of harmful economic policies that restrict access to income and food. My theory, however,
suggests that agricultural output may be a better indicator of poverty not only due to the
heavy reliance of the global poor on agricultural sectors for income, but also for sustenance.

While total output may not necessarily indicate government targeting, it is plausible
daily caloric intake might. When food is used as a weapon, or when governments use agri-
cultural policy for the purposes of political sticks, daily food consumption should notice-
ably decline. Discriminatory price ceilings and restricted access to inputs may render the
sowing of particular crops less attractive and encourage production involving less efficient
techniques for less productive crops or cash crops that are not edible but may be traded or
bartered. Excessive taxation or confiscation of harvests and farms also leave producers with
less to consume. Governments may even take measures so extreme as to deny the entry of
food in to areas facing severe shortages. Thus, a measure of relative agricultural output,
while a plausible proxy for expected income, may not be an appropriate measure of food
access. The available food supply is likely the best available measure of actual consumption
absent detailed individual-level survey data. As discussed above, income and consumption
levels are not necessarily correlated and may even be negatively correlated as people are
able to find alternative means of consumption.

The available food supply may also be a better measure of access to economic pros-
perity than GDP per capita. GDP per capita does not reflect the distribution of income. A
state with a relatively high GDP per capita and a state with a relatively low GDP per capita
can have the same amount of people unable to consume enough goods to survive, yet the
only real difference is that the elites in the state with high GDP per capita are richer. There

is no upper bound on the amount of money people are able to accumulate. This is not the
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case with food, however, as there is only so much food an individual is able to consume or
want for themself. Thus, even though the distribution of food is not known, it is reasonable
to assume that inequality of food is much lower than inequality of income. We can be con-
fident that in a state with relatively high per capita food supplies, everyone is adequately
fed; whereas in states with relatively lower per capita food supplies, only the elites are get-
ting enough to eat while the masses or politically unpopular populations are subjected to
hunger. The average supply of daily calories may therefore be both a measure of poverty
and access.

I proxy for food supply with FAO data on per capita caloric supply which measures
average caloric availability delivered to households. The FAO sums total food production
from crops and livestock and then accounts for food loss, fodder, biofuel production, ex-
ports, and imports to calculate the average daily amount of calories available for consump-
tion.* I should note that calorie supply estimates are estimates of available food to consume
at the retail or distribution level and do not account for consumer waste, meaning actual
consumption is lower than supply.

I measure changes to the food supply in country i at time ¢ as the proportional changes in
daily calories from the previous year, (K - Kj;—1)/Kj;—1. This construction reflects moving
changes in the available food supply from the previous year. While imperfect, this data does

provide a measure of access to food and captures economic hardships plausibly induced by

the state. This data is used to test hypothesis 2a.

2.6.3 Political violence

Agricultural activities, of course, may be endogenous to violence, human rights abuses, and
other proximate causes of forced migration. Violence can reduce agricultural activity not
only by directly forcing people to flee, in which case there are fewer individuals engaging in

agricultural activities, but also by directly destroying farms, crops, and capital necessary for

4Our World in Data, a research institute focusing on poverty, hunger, disease, and war, note that this is
consistent with historical sources estimating available food supplies.
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agriculture work. To account for this, I control for human rights abuses involving threats to
physical integrity using the Latent Human Rights Protection Scores as described in Fariss
et al. (2020).

War is also a likely confounder. Not only is war costly and diverts resources from more
productive activities, it can also destroy the means of production. The destruction of farms,
poisoning of water sources, forced conscription of soldiers, and confiscation of supplies
and outputs to sustain armies all directly and indirectly affect not only forced migration,
but also overall productivity and the availability of food. I use the UCDP/PRIO Armed
Conflict Dataset and code war occurring in a country year as 1 if there are 25 or more battle

deaths and O otherwise.

2.6.4 Empirical design

The distribution of my data suggests a negative binomial model should be used in my anal-
ysis. As can be seen from Figure 2.1, my dependent variable contains overdispersion with
a heavy right skew. A negative binomial regression is thus appropriate as my dependent
variables are over-dispersed count variables, as opposed to a Poisson regression (Uzonyi,
2015). This also follows the empirical strategy of other forced displacement scholars in
the literature (Adhikari, 2012; Byrne, 2016; Davenport et al., 2003; Melander and @berg,
2006, 2007).

I also run each model through two different parameters. For testing hypothesis 1a, [ run
the models on the entire dataset as well as the data subset beneath the mean value of the
Crop Production Index. For hypothesis 2a, I run the models through the entire dataset as
well as the data subset beneath the mean value of daily caloric intake. I do this because my
theory of targeted economic punishment indicates heterogeneous effects. Averaging across
entire populations would wash out the influence of my independent variables as this would

include both targeted and non-targeted individuals.> Formal modelling from Stark (2004)

>Though data limitations force me to average across populations at the national level, subsetting the data
to test my hypotheses against observations reflecting heightened economic vulnerability is a step towards
investigating the heterogeneous expectations predicted by my theory.
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further suggests poorer countries should produce more forced migrants. Thus, if poverty
is related to forced migration, it may be more obvious in countries with smaller levels of

purchasing power.%

2.7 Results
Current data limitations restrict my ability to test my hypotheses to to those of hypotheses
1a and 2a. Out of security concerns, individual and regional-level data on refugees, asylum

seekers, and other populations of concern are simply not available. Hypotheses 1b and 2b

6 Another benefit of subsetting the data beneath the mean values of the crop production index and daily
caloric intake is that it forces my baseline comparison to be the average observation. People of means may
have more options other than less-profitable agriculture ventures during paltry seasons and there may be
variation in the willingness to stay for rich people that systematically differs from that of poor people. While
the effect I am looking for may be true for both rich people and poor people, rich people have more resources
and may more easily move whenever or wherever they please while such luxuries are not available for most
poor people. Thus, my baseline is the average person compared to the poorest persons.
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Table 2.1: Summary Statistics

Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Max
Asylum 6,678 101,154.9 424.,986.2 0 6,793,950
Crop production index 5,797 80.4 32.5 5.6 471.2
Calories 4,356 2,626.9 517.6 1,439 3,775
Caloric shock 4,192 0.5 2.9 —35.7 41.9
Farris scores 5,583 0.2 1.5 -3.5 5.3

War 5,717 0.2 0.4 0 1
Population 6,172 45,891,332.0 167,385,126.0 9,298 1,397,715,000
Precipitation per square km 5,468 0.6 9.0 0.000 398.2
Rain shock 5,284 3.8 103.5 —100.0 7,314.1

are thus addressed in Chapter 4 with qualitative interview evidence. This caveat not with-

standing, I provide a quantitative analysis for hypotheses 1a and 2a below. All independent

and control variables are lagged unless otherwise noted. Estimates are reported with robust

standard errors clustered around the country of origin, along with country-of-origin fixed

effects.

Table 2.2: Crop Production

Dependent variable:

Refugees+Asylum Seekers

(1) (2)
Crop production index -0.007*** -0.010***
(0.002) (0.004)
Human rights scores 0.011 0.020
(0.056) (0.085)
War -0.280** -0.137
(0.125) (0.186)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 4,790 2,427
Log Likelihood -49,524.530 -24,907.790
0 0.204***(0.003) 0.217**(0.005)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 99,373.060 50,137.580

Note:

*p<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01
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Table 2.2 reports results for purchasing power as proxied by crop production. The model
tests hypothesis 1a against the full dataset in column 1 and against the data subset beneath
the mean value of the Crop Production Index in column 2. Both estimates are signed in the
expected direction and statistically significant. Incident rate ratios, reported in Appendix
2.1, indicate for both models that a one-standard-deviation decrease in the Crop Production
Index translates to an increase in expected displacement rates by nearly 33 percentage
points.

Interviews with North Korean refugees, as will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter
4, indicate that as the economy collapsed following famine in the 1990s, individuals began
to trade or barter what agricultural products they could produce in order to make ends meet.
Those that were unable to do so had a higher propensity to flee. Estimates presented here
may thus be indicative of two things. First, agricultural production may provide a better es-
timate of purchasing power than formal income measures, particularly for the global poor.
As consumption tends to exceed formal income for those of lesser means, higher productiv-
ity in their vocation may act as a source of consumption smoothing as they are able to barter
or consume directly the fruits of their labor. Second, declining purchasing power may act as
a push factor for individuals living in precarious economic circumstances. While the data in
these models cannot speak to targeted economic persecution as my theory expounds upon,
results tentatively suggest that poverty in general may have a greater influence on forced
migration than previous studies suggest.

Table 2.3 presents results from model 2 in columns 3 and 4, which test hypothesis 2a
regarding access to food and forced migration. Column 3 reports results from the model
tested against the full dataset and column 4 reports results from the model tested against
the dataset subset beneath the mean value of caloric intake. Estimates from both tests are
signed in the expected direction and highly significant. Incident rate ratios as reported in
Appendix 2.1 indicate that a one-standard-deviation reduction in the available food supply

relative to the previous year increases predicted rates of displacement between 11 and 17-
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Table 2.3: Calorie Intake

Dependent variable:

Refugees+Asylum Seekers

3) 4)
Caloric shock -0.045*** -0.059***
(0.013) (0.016)
Human rights scores 0.001 0.138
(0.066) (0.114)
War -0.325** -0.659***
(0.153) (0.225)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 3,517 1,639
Log Likelihood -36,297.570 -16,805.370
0 0.205**%(0.004) 0.221**(0.006)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 72,883.150 33,894.740
Note: *p<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01

percentage points. Results are also presented graphically in Figure 2.2, with positive caloric
shocks mapped to declining rates of displacement.

The estimate for war across all models is surprisingly negative. This should be viewed
with a healthy dose of skepticism as war undoubtedly causes forced migration and in Chap-
ter 3 for this dissertation, estimates for war indeed produce positive coefficients. It is im-
portant to keep in mind that measures for war are extremely crude in that they are binary
measures. Not reflected is the intensity of the war, the type of war (civil, international,
ethnic, border, and so on), or even the duration of the war. While work from Schmeidl
(1997) and Moore and Shellman (2004) suggest all war produces forced migrants, findings
from Melander and Oberg (2006) suggest only civil war produces forced migrants. There
is also disagreement over whether ethnic civil wars are determinants of forced migration
(Kaufmann, 1996, 1998; Melander and Oberg, 2006, 2007; Moore and Shellman, 2004;
Newland, 1993; Schmeidl, 1997). Nevertheless, the statistically significant and negative

coefficient for war calls for further research into sources of forced migration as there may
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Figure 2.2: Caloric Shock on Forced Displacement
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be a more complex relationship involving poverty and political violence regarding their
influence on forced migration than previously thought or explored here.

The critical takeaway from these results is that crop production reflects the ability to
consume via purchasing power and may be more indicative of poverty than measures of
income. Moreover, caloric intake may also reflect access. Governments of countries suf-
fering severe food insecurity may maneuver to deliver a sustainable amount of food to a
politically important selectorate while thrusting the brunt of nutritional hardship onto the
masses or politically less valuable populations. Such is the case of North Korea where in-
dividuals of families deemed sufficiently loyal to the ruling Kim regime have preferential
access to food. Interviews conducted for this dissertation indicate that hunger in North Ko-

rea is a function of both poverty and politics. Thus, deficient caloric intake may not only
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be a symptom of poverty, but targeted poverty as well. As reflected in the estimates here,
when people are unable to consume sufficient calories, predicted rates of displacement rise

as individuals flee in search of food.

2.8 Robustness Check

As a robustness check, I additionally proxy for purchasing power using precipitation data.
A critical input for any type of farm production is water and irrigation technology is one
of many subsidized inputs politically connected farmers in Africa enjoy. Plentiful rains,
however, can weaken this advantage to larger farms and somewhat even the playing field
for smaller farms, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa where only 1 percent of cropland is
irrigated (Miguel et al., 2004). Drought or reduced and inconsistent rainfall, on the other
hand, drastically reduces access to a necessary farm input that without can be disastrous for
harvests absent irrigation technologies or social safety nets. For the rural peasant farmer,
abundant rains can assist in offsetting the economic burden imposed by the state. For sub-
sistence farmers at the mercy of nature’s volatility, abundant rainfall can increase both the
quality and quantity of their harvests. Both of these features aid the farmer for the purposes
of survival for a variety of reasons. An abundant supply of high-quality harvests allows
the farmer to more easily meet his tax obligations in additional to providing enough grains
to consume until the next harvest season. Even when faced with a price ceiling well be-
low world prices, higher quality harvests provide more bargaining power for bartering and
higher quantities provide more purchasing power for household essentials such as spices,
clothing, debts, and so on. At the very least, quality rains provide the farmer with some-
thing to eat. For the subsistence farmer, the ability to eat can be the difference between
staying and fleeing for purposes of survival. Thus, even when the state intentionally targets
groups for economic retribution, rural farmers may still have an incentive to stay if nature
is kind to them with abundant rainfall.

Rain is also plausibly exogenous to war, human rights violations, and most any eco-
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nomic policy the state can scheme to either punish or reward constituents. Plentiful and reg-
ular rains result in a healthy crop that increases both the quality and quantity of a farmer’s
yield, allowing him to make ends meet regardless of whatever economic policy the state im-
poses. On the other hand, however, the absence of reliable rains leaves the farmer in doubt
to the quality of his crop and subsequently his economic livelihood and ability to survive,
diminishing any economic incentives and whatever geographically unique farming know-
how the farmer possesses. Even if rain is not as critical an input to certain commercial crops
in particular areas, abundant rains can still replenish vegetable gardens, ecological systems
necessary for hunting and fishing, and wooded areas individuals may turn to for means of
alternative income or sustenance.

Precipitation data comes from the World Bank’s Climate Change Knowledge Portal and
is measured in millimeters per year. I measure negative or positive shocks that may result
in an increase or decrease of expected income and food availability as the proportional
changes in rainfall from the previous year, (pir - Pir—1)/Pir—1-

Results are reported in Appendix 2.2. Across all 3 versions of the dataset, I fail to
reject the null hypothesis. Though water is a critical input for agricultural output, recent
work demonstrates why rainfall may not be the magic bullet of exogeneity once hailed
to be (Gallen and Raymond, 2021; Mellon, 2021; Sarsons, 2011). It could be the case
that agricultural techniques have sufficiently evolved to not be heavily reliant on rains. It
may also be the case that the availability of alternatives are such that rain does not play a
sufficient role in income-generating activities.

I also rerun the main model including a lagged dependent variable. Work from Stark
(2004) suggests out-migration in smaller economies can have negative income effects on
those that remain. In a rural, agricultural setting one person leaving substantially increases
the workload of those remaining and may even lead to a decline in total productivity. That
is, one individual leaving can have a profound effect on the productivity of others. This

drop in output can then encourage others to leave as well as productivity falls beneath
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sustainable levels. Results hold and are reported in Appendix 2.2.

2.9 Conclusion

In this chapter I have provided the theoretical foundations for the rest of this dissertation. I
have considered how poverty is ultimately an inability to consume and described multiple
means by which states limit the ability of political outsiders to consume. Though these prac-
tices are intended to reward political supporters while economically harming the politically
unfavored perhaps into submission, an externality of such targeted economic degradation
is forced migration. Particularly for individuals reliant on agricultural output, limitations
placed on the ability to sow a crop restrict the ability not only to generate an income but
also to barter or consume.

By engaging in bartering or trade in the unofficial economy, individuals can increase
their purchasing power. I use crop production as a proxy for changing purchasing power
as harvests can both generate income and be traded for other consumable goods. I used
caloric intake as a proxy for the available food supply and plausible government targeting
as daily caloric intake may be indicative of the access to food a population enjoys. Quanti-
tative results in this chapter suggest increased poverty in the form of declining purchasing
power and plausibly targeted deprivation in the form of declining food consumption lead
to increased rates of forced displacement. While my quantitative measures suffer from the
same issues of washing out heterogeneity as previous studies critiqued above, this study
does provide at the very least improved estimates of poverty’s influence on forced mi-
gration. While there is no limit to the amount of wealth an individual can hypothetically
accumulate, there are physical limitations to the amount of food a person can consume.
Thus, countries with higher daily per capita caloric intake are likely indicative of people
being fed beyond the political elite whereas countries with lower levels of daily per capita
caloric intake are likely indicative of only the elite having access to adequate nutrition.

In the next chapter, I examine how economic policies designed to disadvantage particu-
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lar groups by limiting access to socioeconomic rights such as employment, health care, and
education can similarly lead to forced migration by downgrading economic expectations

and prompting flight to avoid a deteriorated quality of life.
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2.10 Appendix 2.1: Incident Rate Ratios

Table 2.4: Crop Production, IRR

Dependent variable:

Refugees+Asylum Seekers

&) 2)

Crop production index 0.99*** 0.99**

(0.99, 1.00) (0.98, 1.00)
Human rights scores 1.01 1.02

(0.91, 1.13) (0.86, 1.21)
War 0.76** 0.87

(0.59, 0.97) (0.61, 1.26)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 4,790 2,427
Log Likelihood -49,524.530 -24,907.790
Note: *p<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01

Table 2.5: Calorie Intake, IRR

Dependent variable:

Displacement (Refugees+Asylum Seekers)

3) “4)

Caloric shock 0.96*** 0.94***

(0.93, 0.98) (0.91, 0.97)
Human rights scores 0.99 1.15

(0.87,1.13) (0.92, 1.44)
War 0.67** 0.52***

(0.50, 0.90) (0.33, 0.80)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin Country-of-origin
Observations 3,517 1,639
Log Likelihood -36,297.570 -16,805.370
Note: *p<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01
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2.11 Appendix 2.2: Robustness Check

Table 2.6: Rain as a Proxy for Purchasing Power

Dependent variable:

Refugees+Asylum Seekers

(5) (6) (7)
Rain shock 0.00001 0.002 —0.0001
(0.001) (0.002) (0.002)
Observations 5,372 2,756 1,943
Log Likelihood -55,467.600 -28,212.140 -19,940.620
0 0.204*(0.003)  0.216*(0.004)  0.220***(0.005)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 111,313.200 56,796.280 40,205.240

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

Table 2.7: Crop Production as Purchasing Power, lagged DV

Displacement (Refugees+Asylum Seekers)

&) 2)
Crop production index -0.008*** -0.010***
(0.002) (0.004)
Human rights scores 0.013 0.020
(0.056) (0.085)
War -0.243* -0.139
(0.125) (0.186)
Asylum,_ 0.00000*** 0.00000
(0.00000) (0.00000)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin Country-of-origin
Observations 4,792 2,427
Log Likelihood -49,523.080 -24,907.520
0 0.204***(0.003) 0.217**(0.005)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 99,372.160 50,139.030

Note:

*p<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01
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Table 2.8: Caloric intake, lagged DV

Dependent variable:

Displacement (Refugees+Asylum Seekers)

3) 4)

Calorie shock -0.046*** -0.059***

(0.013) (0.016)
Human rights scores -0.014 0.134

(0.066) (0.114)
War -0.386*** -0.662***

(0.149) (0.225)
Asylum;_ 0.00000*** 0.00000

(0.00000) (0.00000)

Fixed effects Country-of-origin Country-of-origin
Observations 3,545 1,639
Log Likelihood -36,583.670 -16,805.290
0 0.205*%(0.004) 0.221*(0.006)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 73,457.340 33,896.580

Note:

“p<0.1; **p<0.05; **p<0.01
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CHAPTER 3

Follow the Yellow Brick Road:

How socioeconomic expectations shape rates of displacement

3.1 Introduction

Missing from legal frameworks governing what formally constitutes a refugee is language
specifying grounds for asylum based on economic degradation despite the fact that inten-
tional economic dispossession is historically understood as constituting persecution by his-
torians and legal scholars of forced migration (Balogh, 1949; Foster, 2012b; Grahl-Madsen,
1966; Hathaway and Foster, 2014; Orchard, 2017). The number of claims made by asylum
seekers who understand their reasons for flight to be in response to adverse economic envi-
ronments imposed upon them by their home governments is indeed non-trivial. The conclu-
sions advanced by existing literature overlook the fact that states can - and do - weaponize
economic policy against populations on the basis of race, religion, nationality, membership
of a particular social group, or political opinion, thus making poverty a byproduct of per-
secutory elements that merit claims for asylum. In other words, political persecution can
manifest as economic deprivation - a reality recognized by refugee authorities well before
the operations of the 1951 Convention. In addition to individuals claiming asylum on the
grounds of economic persecution, various federal courts have found these claims credible
and warranting protections of asylum. Thus, there is a disconnect between the conclusions
put forth by the forced migration literature and the realities of asylum seekers.

In Chapter 2, I theoretically approached poverty as an inability to purchase and con-
sume. Estimations of crop production and access to food suggest that poverty may be more
strongly correlated with forced migration than previously understood. Beyond access to
food, however, states can impose poverty on groups and individuals by restricting access

to employment, education, health care, and other socioeconomic rights. In this chapter, I
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expound upon how violations of socioeconomic rights espoused in international law can
thrust people into a state of destitution, leaving exit as the only viable option for survival.
The encroachment upon socioeconomic rights can result in diminished economic expecta-
tions that encourage flight for the sake of survival and avoidance of a lifetime of destitution.
Further, if individuals belonging to lower socioeconomic classes are more likely to be on
the receiving end of economic and other types of persecution, then not only can practices
that increase the expectation of poverty encourage flight, but poverty itself can attract un-
acceptable threats to security and further increase the risk of displacement.

If my theory is true, we should observe a relationship between indicators of poverty and
rates of displacement. I estimate the impact of labor-force participation, vaccine coverage,
school enrollment rates, poverty rates, and poverty gaps on rates of displacement. Even
after controlling for other determinants of these measures such as economic growth and
expenditures in education and health care, results cumulatively provide evidence in favor
of my theory. Particularly, rising labor force participation and school enrollment rates for
women, who have historically faced high levels of discrimination in these areas and con-
tinue to do so in certain parts of the world, have a strong correlation with declining rates
of displacement. Results also suggest that as the percentage of the population that falls be-
neath the poverty line at $1.90 a day, predicted rates of displacement rise. This holds for
measures of poverty gaps as well. While these broad trends are only suggestive and the
relationship between poverty and forced migration is likely determined by a host of fac-
tors, the fact that these findings hold above and beyond the impact of war and violations of
human rights suggests an important avenue of research for future scholars.

This chapter contributes to the empirical literature on forced migration in at least three
ways. First, it explores a variety of avenues states can take to impose poverty on polit-
ically unpopular groups, prompting those on the receiving end to flee. By analyzing the
means through which states may economically disenfranchise their populations, this chap-

ter builds upon the idea that poverty leads to forced migration as established in Chapter 2.
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Second, the findings of this study once again challenge the current understanding that there
is no meaningful link between poverty and forced migration. As mentioned in earlier chap-
ters, previous studies have routinely failed to substantively connect economic deprivation
to rates of displacement, almost exclusively crediting war and human rights violations (Ad-
hikari, 2013; Davenport et al., 2003; Ibanez, 2009; Melander and Oberg, 2007; Moore and
Shellman, 2004; Schmeidl, 1997). While I again make no claim against the validity of war
and threats to physical integrity as causes of forced migration, this chapter does provide
evidence that forced migration is a consequence of declining economic expectations above
and beyond war and human rights abuses. Finally, this study has implications for who be-
comes displaced. Results suggest that improvement in socioeconomic outcomes for women
in particular lead to a substantive decline in expected rates of displacement, thus carving
out novel dimensions for future research into forced migration with respect to identity.
This chapter proceeds as follows. First, I provide a theoretical argument as to how
enjoyment of socioeconomic rights informs economic expectations. I make the argument
that expectations of poverty is the mechanism through which violations of these rights lead
to displacement as poverty exposes individuals to a host of potential threats they would
otherwise prefer to avoid. Next, I present a quantitative analysis to test my theory. I then
provide a brief discussion involving both asylum seekers understanding their reasons for
flight to contain an economic motivation as well as refugee decision-makers recognizing

policies inflicting economic pain as grounds for asylum. The final section concludes.

3.2 Threat of Poverty as a Political Tool

The lack of attention to poverty as a source of forced migration is surprising given how the
objection world leaders expressed to the revocation of the Edict of Nantes which outlawed
the religious practices of the Huguenots - the first universally recognized group of refugees
- was not just that the Edict of Fontaineblaueu criminalized a minority religion, it was also

to the forced forfeiture of property and other economic assets of those Huguenots electing
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to leave France rather than convert to Catholicism (Orchard, 2017).! That is, the catalyst to
modern international refugee norms and practices involved a painfully conspicuous element
of economic deprivation.

The allocation of access to economic resources and opportunities on the basis of po-
litical thought or other Convention grounds is on its face arbitrarily discriminatory and
violates the right to protection against economic deprivation as established in international
human rights covenants widely referenced by immigration courts and the UNCHR when
expounding upon who is a refugee. The surreptitious nature of economic persecution, how-
ever, can make it difficult to discern the presence of political motives behind people fleeing

hunger or poverty. Foster (2012b) makes this point when she asks:

Is a child born outside the parameters of China’s one-child policy, and thus
subject to deprivations of economic and social rights, such as education and
health care, an ‘economic migrant’ or a refugee? What about a woman who
‘voluntarily’ agrees to be smuggled into a foreign country as part of a prosti-
tution trafficking operation, because it is the only option for her survival, and
who risks serious harm from traffickers if returned to her home country? Is a
Roma man from the Czech Republic, who suffers extensive discrimination in
education and employment, an ‘economic migrant’ or a refugee? What about a
street child in the Democratic Republic of the Congo whose government fails
to provide him or her with the basic tools of survival, such as food and shelter?
Or women who leave their country in order to earn a living when the major
forces causing them to leave are their educational disadvantage, their inability
to inherit land under customary law, and their exclusion from serious involve-

ment in coffee production?

To the UNHCR’s credit, asylum officials do make use of Country of Origin Reports when

I'Specifically, the Edict of Nantes guaranteed the right of jus emigrandi, the right to exit a state with one’s
property if the prince’s religion differed from that of their own.
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evaluating asylum claims to determine the political conditions on the ground. To Foster’s
point, it is, however, not only myopic to categorize everyone fleeing conditions of hunger,
poverty, or other forms of destitution as economic migrants ineligible for asylum, it is also
necessary for scholars to reevaluate their approach when investigating the relationship be-
tween poverty and forced migration as the cause of poverty may be the result of a deliberate
failure of the country of origin to protect socioeconomic rights enshrined in international

law. I attempt this reevaluation below.

3.2.1 Weaponized economic policy

State practices designed to inhibit a sustainable economic livelihood can trigger expecta-
tions of poverty and lead individuals to opt for flight rather than the prospect of a degraded
quality of life resulting from restricted access to socioeconomic rights. Violations of so-
cioeconomic rights may inflict just as much harm as violations of civil and political rights
and can perhaps cause even more suffering if the result is a steady, painful deterioration
in quality of life. Living in poverty can increase the likelihood one is exposed to abuse,
exploitation, violence, or other threats to physical integrity. Moreover, living in poverty
can also mean lesser access to state benefits, including protection and redress, if these are
reserved for the privileged elite or those with greater means. Thus, if individuals expect
their quality of life to diminish in terms of financial and, by extension, physical security as
a result of being unable to realize socioeconomic rights, they may choose to seek asylum
elsewhere in order to avoid such expectations coming about.

Though it is not possible to conceive every possible manner in which violations of so-
cioeconomic rights may lead to forced migration, I approach three possible pathways here;
these are economic proscription, denial of access to healthcare, and impeding access to
education. The right to all three are enshrined as fundamental rights in the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights (UDHR), the International Covenant on Political and Civil Rights

(ICPCR), and the International Covenant on Economic and Social Rights (ICESR) - doc-
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uments frequently cited by refugee decision-makers. I also explore how living in poverty
can make one more vulnerable to being a target of violence and less able to access state

benefits, including protection and redress.

3.2.2 Economic proscription

Economic proscription is “the complete, or nearly complete, denial of the right to work”
(Hathaway and Foster, 2014). The Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights
asserts not only is the right to work a fundamental right but it is also “essential for realizing
other human rights and forms an inseparable and inherent part of human dignity.” The
Committee further notes that the right to work is a right vital to survival. State-imposed
restrictions on the ability to access gainful employment deprives an individual of the means
to sustain a meaningful existence and when states are able to repress and punish groups or
individuals by means of economic proscription, they have stripped these individuals of the
ability to secure an economic livelihood for themselves and their families. This can leave
little or no alternative for survival other than flight across an international boundary in order
to escape such circumstances.

A common form of economic proscription is the practice of “blacklisting,” which can
be described as the systemic denial or restrictions placed on groups or individuals to obtain
work in their chosen field for which they are objectively qualified. This type of economic
proscription can be particularly fatal to a group or person’s chances to survive or sustain
themselves in state-run economies or patronage democracies where the overwhelming ma-
jority of jobs are available only in the public sector. If the state takes measures to blacklist
an individual in such a setting, then not only do such actions severely inhibit the prospects
of securing employment, the consequences can also be so injurious as to incentivize flight
for purposes of survival.

Indeed, the US Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit has equated “the denial of an

opportunity to earn a livelihood in a country such as the one involved here [in the former
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communist Yugoslavia]...” to a death sentence “by means of slow starvation.” The United
Kingdom’s Asylum and Immigration Tribunal has recognized that the “inability to earn a
living... can result in destitution and at least partial damage to health and even life” (Foster,
2012c¢). Particularly in the context of state-controlled economies, the systemic interference
of an individual’s right to work can result in it being illegal for anyone to employ them in
the formal economy. This can force blacklisted individuals out of the formal labor force
and into work that is not only potentially hazardous to their health but also leaves them
vulnerable to exploitation with no legal means of redress.

Similar harm can befall those blacklisted in market economies as well, particularly if
unable to petition the state for rectification. Governments may impose severe restrictions
on the ability of ethnic minorities or non-nationals to secure gainful employment not only
by banning them from working, but also by prohibiting them from obtaining necessary
legal documents required for employment. The inability of non-nationals to obtain legal
documents necessary to work essentially precludes them from participating in the formal
economy and also puts downward pressure on potential wages for whatever employment is
available. Restricting the ability to obtain a drivers license, as was the case for Palestinians
in the aftermath of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, further inhibits the ability to work not
only by making it difficult to commute, but also by disqualifying people from any form of
employment requiring the operation of a motor vehicle. Moreover, if police officers or other
state agents know particular groups are disallowed driving privileges, then these people may
be easier targets for harassment such as bribes or other exploitative favors. These tactics
further hamstring any ability to engage in any meaningful work as bureaucratic corruption
or exorbitant fees for legal documents must now be budgeted for.

Economic proscription can also manifest via the destruction of a person’s business, ex-
propriation of property without just compensation, or sanctions against operating a business
(Hathaway and Foster, 2014). Consider, for instance, a family who owns a small farm and

is perceived by the state to harbor sympathies for a rebel group operating in the area. In
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a show of force, the state retaliates by burning the family’s crops, slaughtering their live-
stock, and confiscating their tractors. This not only cripples the family’s ability to generate
income for itself, it also signals to others who may sympathize with the rebel group that
their belongings and properties may be at risk as well. If the assets destroyed or confis-
cated provided the sole means of economic livelihood, then these measures function as an
austere economic sanction that precariously threatens their well-being. These actions also
disincentivize new business ventures if there is a fear that the state will resort to extreme
tactics to prohibit their operations.

Historically marginalized groups may be particularly vulnerable to economic proscrip-
tion. Women living under the Taliban, for example, face numerous restrictions on employ-
ment relative to men and senior officials have recently stated that women should not be
allowed to work alongside men (Pal, 2021). These harsh constraints severely limit the em-
ployment prospects of women, particularly in industries dominated by men such as govern-
ment, finance, medicine, media, and others. Such practices can push people out of the labor
force as they are effectively banned from participating in the formal economy. Work in the
informal economy, lacking protections and regulations of the state, may be hazardous or
degrading and lead people to flee in order to extract themselves from such a harmful situ-
ation. The lack of protection for women’s economic rights may also increase their risk of
being trafficked and exposed to a host of physical, psychological, and other abuses (Cho,

2012; Danailova-Trainor and Belser, 2006; Kaye, 2003; Narayan Datta and Bales, 2014).

3.2.3 Denial of access to healthcare

Another pathway that may result in expectations of poverty nudging flight is the denial of
access to healthcare. Per the ICESR, “states have a core obligation to ensure the right of
access to health facilities, goods[,] and services on a non-discriminatory basis, especially
for vulnerable or marginalized groups.” Denial of critical forms of health care not only

threaten physical security, but can also limit people’s ability to work or work productively.
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Further, stigma attached to people with disabilities or HIV/AIDS in particular societies
can make it difficult for these individuals to engage in adequate levels of employment by
restricting access to employment opportunities or public resources such as transportation
and housing.

Barriers to health care may limit a person’s ability to work. Access to health care allows
an individual to seek treatment when ill or injured and provides measures of preventative
care to catch or treat conditions at earlier stages. Having such access may take less of a
physical and mental toll, require less recovery time, and allow people to return to productive
economic activities more quickly. Those denied such access, however, would not benefit as
they may not realize an illness or injury until it has deteriorated their health to the point that
they require a leave of absence to recuperate or their ability to perform their job is greatly
diminished. This may result in prolonged recovery times and thus reduced earnings.

Stigmatization of ethnic groups, people with disabilities, and those with HIV/AIDS
can also restrict access to employment. Foster (2012d), for example, references the Sabean
Mandeans of Iran who are routinely denied medical treatment due to their perception of
being unclean. She also notes physically disabled people in Burkina Faso unable to re-
ceive adequate medical care as medical professionals “cannot touch them.” Similarly, so-
cial stigmatization and ostracism resulting from HIV-positive status often forces people to
live on the streets. (Foster, 2012d; Hathaway and Foster, 2014). HIV-positive persons in
Venezuela and Mexico face severe barriers to employment. In Jamaica, too, not only do
police violently harass HIV/AIDS healthcare workers, “people known or perceived to be
living with HIV are denied access to public and private transportation, relegating many to
live isolated from important sources of social support and undermining their capacity to
obtain even basic medical care” (Foster, 2012d; HRW, 2004).

The denial of healthcare, therefore, may contribute to the impoverishment of already
vulnerable peoples. Unhealthy people are less able to engage in productive economic ac-

tivity and social stigmas attached to people with disabilities and HIV/AIDS prevents these
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people from not only receiving the adequate healthcare they need, but also leaves them with
scarce means to secure employment as they are ostracized from their families and other sup-
port networks, pushed further to the margins of society, and, in some contexts, prohibited
from using public and private transportation. This state of destitution may constitute such

a severe threat to physical safety that there is no choice other than to leave.

3.2.4 Right to education

Denial of access to education is another way in which states may impose poverty on groups
that results in forced migration. Article 13 of the ICESCR and Article 28 of the ICPCR both
guarantee the right to primary education that “shall be compulsory and available free to all.”
Notably, the exclusion of groups or individuals from educational institutions may adversely
affect those excluded for the entirety of their life “more profoundly than a relatively short
term of imprisonment” (Grahl-Madsen, 1966). That is, the denial of access to education
may harm a person far more than a brief confinement to prison as a lack of education may
result in a lifetime of economic disadvantage.

The ICESCR recognizes education as the “primary vehicle by which economically and
socially marginalized adults and children can lift themselves out of poverty and obtain the
means to participate fully in their communities.” Thus, government efforts to deny access
to education to any group or individual can result in their marginalization and leave them
wholly wanting for essential economic opportunities. In other words, measures taken to
block access to education is of particular significance as the inability to acquire an educa-
tion can prevent people from attaining the requisite skills, specializations, and qualifications
necessary to participate in the formal economy, limiting their options for survival.

Members of groups historically disenfranchised from the benefits of education may be
at further risk of denial of economic opportunities if there is a lingering perception that
there has been no change or improvements in the group’s education status. Foster (2012d)

notes this particular problem persists amongst the Roma community in Slovakia where
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Roma unemployment issues generally stem from the belief that ethnic Roma are poorly
educated and lack necessary qualifications. Thus, even if a Roma applicant is exceptionally
qualified, that her co-ethnics are traditionally denied access to higher learning can keep her
from pursuing fulfilling economic endeavours.

Denying educational opportunities to girls and women can have negative economic
consequences beyond limiting their vocational opportunities. If women are unable to work
by virtue of being disallowed an education and thus unable to acquire requisite skills and
specializations, they are restricted in their ability to contribute to household incomes. This
not only forcibly impoverishes women, but also makes women financially dependent on
their husbands or men in their family. Further, heightened risk of human trafficking is also
associated with limited educational opportunities for girls and women (Bettio and Nandi,
2008; Di Tommaso et al., 2009). Thus, restricted access to education can have negative

consequences beyond limited vocational options.

3.2.5 Targeting the poor
Expectations of poverty may also motivate flight if belonging to a lower socioeconomic sta-
tus means lesser access to state protection and leads to differentiated treatment relative to
those in higher socioeconomic classes. Particularly in areas ravaged with rampant poverty
as a result of significant social upheaval, there may be little desire or ability for states to en-
force law and order which can be problematic for groups already vulnerable to exploitation.
Further, people in lower socioeconomic classes may be vulnerable to “social clean-up oper-
ations” seeking to remove transients, sex workers, homeless children, and other individuals
of lower socioeconomic statuses away from urban centers (Foster, 2012a). Thus, people
may flee simply because living in poverty may increase the potential for encountering a
host of harms, socioeconomic or otherwise.

Fears associated with impoverished expectations are not hypothetical but rather well-

documented in a variety of contexts. The caste system in India, for example, despite being
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outlawed since 1950, institutes occupational restrictions on lower castes whose economic
prospects are relegated to low-paying, hazardous work (Mayell, 2003; Olcott, 1944). There
are few opportunities for upward mobility and the uneven dispersion of resources, oppor-
tunities, and compensation work in concert to reinforce a perpetual state of poverty, partic-
ularly for the Dalit, otherwise known as “untouchables” (Bapuji and Chrispal, 2020). The
caste system “limits the fulfilment of human functions” by determining one’s economic
activities and transactions (Bapuji and Chrispal, 2020) with the Dalit being de facto for-
bidden from holding jobs in the formal economy (Rao, 2010). Those that seek to enter into
higher paying jobs are often met with violence and harassment. Mayell (2003) reports a
number of Dalit living in daily fear of rape, murder, assault, and other abuses. Nepali Dalit
often fall prey to human traffickers and sexual harassment at the hands of individuals from
higher castes due to their poverty (Foster, 2012a). Police, village councils, and government
officials often support the caste system as it is based on the religious teachings of Hinduism
(Mayell, 2003), leaving little or no recourse for those trapped in a cycle of extreme poverty
for reasons none other than the social status ascribed to them at birth.

Similar to the Dalit of India are the Midgans of Somalia. This minority group is consid-
ered “low class” and Midgans with disabilities often face barriers to education and health-
care (Tomlinson and Abdi, 2003). Further, members of this caste are not only at risk of
exclusion from gainful employment by virtue of their socioeconomic identity, they are also
at risk of being kept as slaves by other clans (Foster, 2012a; Garcia, 2007). In their own
words, “being Midgan... means pain by watching your children growing up in an envi-
ronment that dehumanizes them by devaluing their worth just because they are born to
Midgan” families (Issa-Salwe, 2006). Thus, as a result of belonging to a lower socioeco-
nomic class of society, members of the Midgan caste in Somalia are targets of a variety of
harms.

These expectations can occur outside of caste systems as well. Referencing a number

of Canadian decisions, Foster (2012a) describes how belonging to poorer socioeconomic
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classes in underdeveloped countries can make people targets for violence. Street gangs may
operate under the approval of local governments and even comprise of policemen. This
leaves no avenue for victims to seek protection as perpetrators can easily go unpunished,
particularly if bribes are necessary for any type of judicial action. Poor economic circum-
stances may also increase an individual’s vulnerability to human trafficking, particularly
for younger girls (Foster, 2012a; Kaye, 2003). Thus, the inability of those living in lower
socioeconomic classes to access legal protection and other basic functions of government
leaves them more vulnerable to violence, harassment and other threats to security relative

to individuals enjoying a higher social status.

3.3 Observable Implications

If my theory is true, we should observe a relationship between indicators of poverty and
forced migration. Practices that prevent individuals from either securing gainful employ-
ment, accessing critical healthcare, or obtaining an education can not only restrain people
from socioeconomic advancement but also force them into cyclical poverty from which
they may not be able to escape other than through exiting the state.

Practices of economic proscription place severe limitations on people’s ability to secure
employment. Though we may not be able to always observe official legislation barring the
employment of certain groups or individuals and the numerous ways in which state agents
and their actors can place pressure on businesses to prevent them from employing politi-
cally unpopular people, what we can observe is the size of the labor force. If people flee
because they are systematically denied access to the formal economy or disallowed par-
ticipation in the labor force, then reduced participation in the labor force should translate
into increased rates of displacement. This should also hold for women’s participation in the

labor force. Thus,

Hypothesis 1a: Rising labor participation decreases the rate of displacement.
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Hypothesislb: Increased women’s participation in the labor force decreases the rate

of displacement.

Difficult to observe is also active denial of access to health care. What we can observe,
however, is the portion of the population who has access to immunization from diseases
such as Rubella, Measles, Hepatitis B, and so on, which should proxy for access to health-

care. Thus,

Hypothesis 2: Increased vaccination coverage decreases the rate of displacement.

Education is also a critical tool for achieving a subsistent life as it provides both special-
ized skills to participate in the formal economy as well as social skills necessary for inter-
viewing and achieving professional advancement. Restrictions on education can severely
inhibit an individual’s ability to secure employment and potentially sentence them to a life

absent meaningful economic opportunity. Thus,

Hypothesis 3a: Higher enrollment rates reduce the rate of displacement.

Further, particular parts of the world place less value on girls’ education than they do boys.
This prohibitively disadvantages the economic opportunities available to girls when they
are old enough to enter the workforce and places a higher financial burden on those charged
with providing for them. This can have consequences for not only how many people be-

come displaced but also who becomes displaced. Thus,

Hypothesis 3b: Higher ratios of girls enrolled in school reduce the rate of displace-

ment.
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Hypothesis 3c: Higher ratios of of girls enrolled in school decrease the rate of dis-

placed girls and women.

Belonging to a lower socioeconomic class in and of itself can increase the risk of perse-
cution. States may take extrajudicial measures to dislodge workers in the informal economy
and access to legal protections may require bribes that members of the lower classes sim-
ply cannot afford. Members of higher classes may also target poor people for trafficking
and other forms of violence. As individuals fall into an impoverished state, they expect
to become a target of violence and be unable to avail themselves to the state or its agents
for protection. Though we may not be able to observe these expectations, we can observe

poverty rates. Thus,

Hypothesis 4: Higher poverty rates increase the rate of displacement.

3.4 Data and Empirical Design

My dependent variable across all hypotheses is the sum of both refugees and asylum seek-
ers. I include asylum seekers in my outcome variable as the theory I have expounded upon
is one of forced displacement and does not involve an individual’s ability to convince an
asylum officer or immigration court that they are deserving of refugee status nor does it
make any predictions regarding a decision-maker’s choice on accepting or rejecting asy-
lum claims. As previously mentioned in Chapter 2, the ability of an individual to effec-
tively communicate why they are deserving of refugee status and the outcome of refugee
status-determination procedures, while interesting questions deserving of further inquiry,
are beyond the scope of this project.

My independent variables of interest are the enjoyment of socioeconomic rights. I proxy
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for this with a host of factors reflecting the ability to secure employment, access to health
care, and education. To test hypotheses 1a-1b, I use labor participation rates. Labor partic-
ipation is defined as the working-age population - ages 15-64 - participating in the labor
force. This includes the employed as well as the unemployed who are actively looking
for work. This data comes from the World Bank Development Indicators data set, which
gathers employment statistics from the International Labor Organization (ILO). For the pur-
poses of testing my hypotheses, I use 3 different measures of labor participation. The first
is the labor participation rate, which is the working-age population employed and actively
looking for work divided by the total working-age population. Second is the percentage
total of women active the labor force and third is the female-to-male ratio of the labor
force.

Available through the World Health Organization (WHO) are measures of vaccination
coverage for a variety of diseases, such as Hepatitis B, Measles, and Rubella. Vaccination
coverage for these diseases should reflect a measure of access to basic health care with
higher vaccination rates indicating more people are able to obtain medical services.

Measures of school enrollment rates are available through the World Bank Develop In-
dicators data set. These measures include gross enrollment rates for primary, secondary,
and tertiary schooling, as well as corresponding female enrollment rates and a parity index
regarding the ratio of female-to-male enrollment rates. The gross enrollment rates are mea-
sured by the total number of enrolled persons, regardless of age, relative to the population
of the age group of the corresponding level of education. The Gender Parity Index (GPI)
is the ratio of gross enrollment of girls to gross enrollment of boys. All data on educa-
tion are collected by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics from its annual education survey
and mapped to the International Standard Classification of Education to ensure appropriate
comparability of education programs across states.

Finally, the World Bank provides data on poverty rates and poverty gaps at $1.90 a day.

Poverty rates are the percentage of the population falling beneath a set poverty line and

65



poverty gaps are the average shortfall between income and poverty line. Whereas poverty
rates indicate how rampant poverty is in a given society, poverty gaps inform the degree
of poverty the average person beneath the poverty line lives in. These data, however, are
severely limited. There are less than 2,500 observations regarding poverty rates and poverty
gaps, whereas there are more than 6,600 observations concerning displacement. The data
on poverty does not cover a wide range of countries over a sustained period of time and as
a result is limited into how it can inform us. Nevertheless, it may still be worth exploring.

Political violence in the form of human rights abuses and war may act as confounders.
Human rights abuses can profoundly impact employment prospects, access to health care,
school enrollment, and poverty. They can also directly impact forced migration if these
abuses involve torture, forced disappearances, extrajudicial killings, or other direct threats
to physical integrity that push people to flee in fear of their safety. To control for this, I
employ the Latent Human Rights Protection Scores as described in Fariss et al. (2020). The
authors construct these scores with data from the Political Terror Scale, the CIRI Human
Rights Data Project, Amnesty International, and others.?

War can do the same. The economic consequences of war are well documented in the
literature. War can destroy businesses, disincentivize investment, leave communities with-
out educational institutions, and leave people maimed and injured long past the cessation
of hostilities. War is also firmly established as a precursor to forced migration. To control
for war, I use the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict data set which codes war occurring in a
country-year as 1 if there are 25 or more battle-related deaths and O otherwise.

Displacement rates at time # — 1 may also act as a confounder. Prior research (Melander
and Oberg, 2006) suggests a selection effect wherein those fleeing at time # — 1 have a lower
threshold or budget constraints for fleeing than those choosing to flee at time ¢ or later. If
the most vulnerable are fleeing, this would affect my independent variables as well as they

are measures of access. For example, if those forced out of the labor market at time 7 — 1

ZFor a complete listing of the data used to construct this variable, see the replication files for Fariss (2014)
and Fariss et al. (2020).
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flee, then this inherently increases measures of labor force participation as those unable to
participate have exited the state and thus are no longer considered in survey estimates. The
same holds for all other independent variables as well. Thus, to control for this selection
effect, I include a lagged dependent variable.

The distribution of my data suggests a negative binomial model should be used for
my analysis. The dependent variable contains over-dispersion with a heavy right skew.
A negative binomial regression is thus appropriate as my dependent variable is an over-
dispersed count variable (Uzonyi, 2015). The utilization of a negative binomial model also
follows the empirical strategy of other scholars of forced migration (Adhikari, 2012; Byrne,

2016; Davenport et al., 2003; Melander and Oberg, 2006, 2007).

3.5 Results

Tables 3.1-3.5 provide an overview of the findings. Because I am concerned with the rate
of forced displacement, I use the offset function in R to account for varying population
sizes across space and time.> Coefficients are reported as Incident Rate Ratios (IRR) with
coefficients greater than 1 indicating an increase in the rate of displacement and coefficients
less than 1 indicating a decrease in the rate of displacement. Coefficients of 1 indicate no
change on my outcome variable. All independent and control variables are lagged one year.
Standard errors are clustered at the country-of-origin level and all models are run with
country-of-origin fixed effects.

Table 3.1 reports results regarding participation in the formal labor force. Labor par-
ticipation rate is signed in the opposite direction and comes nowhere close to significance
with a p-value exceeding .70. The picture shifts, however, when focusing on women in
the formal labor force. Results suggest that on average, a one-percentage point increase

in women participating in the formal labor force depresses the predicted rate of displace-

3This operation is functionally similar to weighing my outcome variable by population and allows me to
interpret results as rates. This is superior to dividing my outcome variable by population as doing so alters
its variance. As a robustness check, however, I calculate my outcome variable as the rate of displacement per
10,000 population and re-run the models without the offset parameter. Results are reported in Appendix 3.1.
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ment by six percentage-points. Further, increased parity in the formal labor force works

to decrease displacement as well. Model 3 suggests that a one percentage-point increase

in the female-to-male labor force ratio decreases the expected rate of displacement by two

percentage points.

Table 3.1: Labor Force Participation

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

(1) (2) (3)
Participation rate 1.47
(0.19, 11.06)
Women’s participation 0.94***
percentage (0.91, 0.98)
Female-to-male ratio 0.98***
(0.96, 0.99)
Human rights 0.93 0.96 0.97
(0.83, 1.03) (0.86, 1.08) (0.87, 1.08)
War 1.11 1.13 1.13
(0.90, 1.36) (0.92, 1.39) (0.92, 1.39)
Displacement; | 17+ R | R
(1, 1 (1, 1 (1, 1)
(1, 1
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 6,108 6,108 6,109
Log Likelihood -62,820.680 -62,816.770 -62,828.640
0 0.218***(0.003) 0.218"(0.003) 0.218***(0.003)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 125,923.400 125,915.500 125,939.300

Note:

+p<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001

Table 3.2 reports estimates of vaccine coverage rates. Rubella vaccination rates have

no significant or substantive relationship on expected rates of displacement. Hepatitis vac-

cinations appear to have no impact on displacement rates, either. Estimates for Measles

vaccinations, however, suggest that a one percentage-point increase in administered vac-

cines correlate to a two-percentage point decrease in expected rates of displacement for the

first dose and a one-percentage point decrease for the second.
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Table 3.2: Vaccination Rates

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

4) (5) (6) (7

Rubella 1

(0.99, 1.01)
Hepatitis I*

(099, 1)
Measles (first shot) 0.98***
(0.98, 0.99)
Measles (second shot) 0.99**
(0.98, 1)

Human rights 0.95 1.11 1.01 0.89

(0.81, 1.12) (0.96, 1.28) (0.92,1.12) (0.72, 1.10)
War 1.30 1.19 1.10 1.09

(0.94, 1.81) (0.94, 1.50) (0.91, 1.34) (0.80, 1.49)
Displacement; | R | R | R R

(1,1 (1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1)

Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 3,933 4,928 6,886 3,414
Log Likelihood —40,141.30 —50,542.18 —70,942.99 —34,994.11
0 0.22*** (0.004) 0.23*** (0.004) 0.22*** (0.003) 0.23*** (0.004)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 80,544.59 101,378.40 142,192.00 70,262.22

Note:

Tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001

Table 3.3 reports results regarding school enrollment. Across the board, gross enroll-

ment rates for primary, secondary, and tertiary schools significantly and substantively re-

duce the expected rate of displacement. A one percentage-point increase in enrollment

across all levels, on average, decrease expected displacement rates by the same amount.

Similar results hold when considering enrollment rates for girls. That is, higher rates of

school enrollment translate to fewer refugees and asylum seekers.

Findings in table 3.4 suggest the ratio of girls to boys enrolled in school also has a sub-

stantive impact. Results from model 14 suggest that a ten percentage-point increase in the

GPI for primary schools leads to a reduction of expected forced migrants by nearly nine
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Table 3.3: School Enrollment

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

(8) 9) (10) 1) (12) (13)
Primary (gross) 0.99***
(0.98, 0.99)
Secondary (gross) 0.99***
(0.98, 1)
Tertiary (gross) 0.99***
(0.98, .99)
Primary (girls) 0.99***
(0.99, 0.99)
Secondary (girls) 0.99***
(0.98, 0.99)
Tertiary (women) 0.99***
(0.99, 1)
Human rights 0.92F 1.05 1.07 0.92F 1.09 1.01
(0.83,1.02) (0.94,1.18) (0.94,1.21) (0.83,1.02) (0.96,1.23) (0.88, 1.16)
War 1.21F 1517 1.28" 01.18 1.60*** 1.31°F
(0.97,1.51) (1.18,1.93) (0.99,1.66) (0.94,1.47) (1.24,2.06) (0.99,1.73)
(1, 1) (1, 1) (1,1) (1, 1 (1, 1 (1, 1
Fixed effects Country- Country- Country- Country- Country- Country-
of-origin of-origin of-origin of-origin -of-origin of-origin
Observations 5,681 4,859 4,365 5,570 4,603 4,018
Log Likelihood —58,412.54 —50,145.48 —44985.24 —-57,326.04 —47,46591 —41,426.83
0 0.22%** 0.22%** 0.22%** 0.22%** 0.22%** 0.22%**
(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 117,117.10  100,583.00  90,248.48  114,944.10  95,221.82 83,131.65

Note:

Tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001

percentage points. This trend is relatively steady across differing levels of school enroll-

ment, with a reduction of eight percentage points in expected forced migration following

a ten percentage-point increase in the GPI at the secondary level and a reduction of nine

percentage-points following a ten percentage-point increase in the GPI at the tertiary level.

Results are graphically represented in Figure 3.1.

I have also suggested that belonging to a lower socioeconomic group can make an
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Table 3.4: Gender Parity Index

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

(14) (15) (16)
Primary 0.12%*
(0.05, 0.30)
Secondary 0.20%**
(0.10, 0.43)
Tertiary 0.07***
(0.04, 0.13)
Human rights 091+ 1.02 1.19**
(0.82, 1) (091, 1.15) (1.04, 1.36)
War 1.19 1.53%** 1.37*
(0.95, 1.48) (1.19, 1.97) (1.04, 1.81)
Displacement;_; ] 1 .
(1, D (1, 1) (1, D
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 5,570 4,603 4,050
Log Likelihood —57,327.04 —47,465.25 —41,696.02
0 0.22*** (0.003) 0.22*** (0.003) 0.22*** (0.004)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 114,946.10 95,220.50 83,670.04
Note: Tp<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; **p<0.001

individual a target for harm, thus encouraging flight. If this is true, we should see rising
rates of predicted displacement among groups with lower incomes. Results from table 5
provide tentative evidence in support of this hypothesis. A one percentage-point increase
in the poverty rate predicts a corresponding rise in displacement by two percentage-points.
This holds for poverty gaps as well, with a one percentage-point increase in the poverty

gap leading to a four percentage-point increase in rates of displacement.

3.6 Robustness checks
Other factors inform variation in my independent variables beyond state practices of eco-
nomic persecution. The labor force participation rate is also influenced by the health of

the economy, as are poverty rates and poverty gaps. Vaccination coverage and school en-
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Figure 3.1: Gender Parity Index
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rollment are also functions of health care and education expenditures. While I have no
theoretical reason a priori to believe variations in any of these should necessarily affect my
outcome variable as weaponized economic policy can be employed regardless of the state
of the economy or investments in public services, they may affect my outcome variable
through other avenues. Economic growth may affect the rate of displacement if proscripted
individuals are more easily able to secure an economic livelihood through the informal
economy as a result. Increased expenditures in health care and education may also decrease
rates of displacement if it signals to would-be asylum seekers that these public goods are
available to all. Thus, as a robustness check, I re-run all models controlling for growth in
GDP per capita in models 1-3 and 17-18; per-capita health care expenditures in models 4-7;

and expenditures on primary, secondary, and tertiary education as percentages of govern-
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Table 3.5: Poverty Rates

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

(17) (18)
Poverty rate 1.02**
(1.01, 1.04)
Poverty gap 1.04*
(1.01, 1.08)
Human rights 1.27" 1.247
(0.99, 1.63) (1.01, 11.88)
War 1.48% 1.44%
(1,2.21) (0.96, 2.14)
Displacement; | | R | R
(1, 1) (1, 1)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 2,247 2,238
Log Likelihood —22,807.87 —22,722.13
0 0.22*** (0.01) 0.22*** (0.01)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 45,871.74 45,700.27
Note: Tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001

ment expenditure on education in models 8-16. All results hold with findings reported in
the Appendix 3.2.

Concerning the consistent precision of the coefficients on my lagged dependent vari-
able, I re-run the models without this measure as a robustness check. Results are recorded in
Appendix 3.3. Findings for models 1-16 are nearly identical. While signs for estimates on
poverty rates and poverty gaps are all in the expected direction, models 17-18 fall short of
statistical significance, though only narrowly for estimates on poverty gaps with a p-value
of 0.14. It may be the case, however, that expectations of prolonged economic hardship are
more likely to induce flight than short-term expectations. Prolonged inabilities to seek re-
lief from the state are also a component of what constitutes “persecution.” I re-run models
17-18 with with poverty rate and poverty gap lagged at ¢-2. Results regain statistical signif-

icance. It is important to keep in mind, however, that the availability and coverage of this
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data is extremely limited, thus limiting what it can actually tell us. While initial estimates

are encouraging, they should nonetheless be viewed as far from definitive.

3.7 Discussion

Results presented here are in line with my theoretical expectations and provide evidence
for expectations of poverty as a source of forced migration. Of particular consequence are
measurements indicating increased protections of socioeconomic rights of women and girls
lead to lower rates of displacement. This is noteworthy as it suggests restrictions on rights
have consequences not just for rates of displacement, but also for who becomes displaced.
Though current data limitations prevent me from fully testing my theory on who becomes
a refugee or asylum seeker, this analysis provides optimism that efforts to protect rights of
historically marginalized and vulnerable groups may result in a drastic reduction in rates of
involuntary migration.

While findings in tables 3.1-3.4 provide evidence in favor of theoretical expectations
that decreased access to labor markets, education, and health care may reduce economic
expectations and result in increasing levels of forced migration, results regarding increased
poverty rates and poverty gaps not only cautiously support the proposed mechanism be-
hind these relationships, but also indicate that belonging to a lower socioeconomic class
increases the probability of flight. Even when controlling for conditions on human rights,
war, and prior displacement, expectations of poverty appear to have a profound impact on
forced migration across a host of measurements. The reality that asylum seekers across
the globe claim fears of persecution on the basis of diminished economic expectations due
to violations of socioeconomic rights further supports these results. I discuss a handful of
these claims here, making a note of judicial opinion when applicable.

Denial of the right to work has been recognized as persecution by a variety of courts
adjudicating asylum cases. In Li Shi Ping v. Minister for Immigration, the applicant claimed

asylum on the grounds he would be unable to find employment if deported to China due to
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his political activities in Australia. The court found the right to work to be a fundamental
right and stated the denial of employment due to such reasons “[s]uch a detriment... well
capable of constituting ‘persecution’ within the meaning of that term in the Convention
definition of ‘refugee’.” The Federal Court of Appeal of Canada in Oyarzo v. Minister
of Employment and Immigration similarly held economic discrimination such as loss of
employment for political activities to constitute persecution if imposed for a Convention
reason. In Ghebremedhin v. Ashcroft, the US 7th Circuit recognized economic deprivation
as persecution in the form of Jehova Witnesses in Eritrea being denied entry into civil
service jobs, housing assistance, and business licenses due to having abstained from voting
in the Referendum on Eritrean Independence.

Similarly, courts in Australia, the United States, Ireland, and Canada have recognized
denial of the right to health care as grounds for asylum (Foster, 2012d; Hathaway and
Foster, 2014). Regarding China’s one-child policy, the Canadian Federal Court in Cheung
ruled in favor of the applicant on the basis that her daughter would “experience such severe
and concerted discrimination” including, among other socioeconomic necessities such as
food and education, deprivation of proper medical care by virtue of being a second-born
child. Further, the court noted that were the applicant deported to China, she would be
subject to forced sterilization. Thus, we see in practice asylum granted to applicants based
not only on the denial of access to health care but also on the basis of forced medical
procedures, which violate an individual’s right to medical autonomy over their body. In
other words, asylum decision-makers have recognized not only the positive right to access
health care, but also the negative right to not be subject to medical procedures or treatments
without consent.

Asylum seekers have also cited a lack of access to education as grounds for their claims.
In Ali v. Canada (Minister of Citizenship and Immigration), the Court noted that the only
way for girls in Afghanistan to avoid persecution is by refusing to go to school. The Refugee

Review Tribunal in Australia has gone so far as to label systemic denial of access to higher
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education for the Baha’i in Iran and the Rohingya in Burma as state practices focused on
the eventual impoverishment of those ethnic groups (Foster, 2012d; Hathaway and Foster,
2014). Human Rights Watch also records such practices, noting that children face discrim-
ination regarding access to education “on nearly every continent,” with girls disproportion-
ately at risk of being denied a right to education (HRW, 2006).

Finally, asylum seekers have sought protection on the basis of belonging to an im-
poverished socioeconomic class. Midgans of Somalia have successfully petitioned refugee
tribunals in New Zealand for asylum on the grounds that other tribes kept Midgans as slaves
(Foster, 2012a). The Federal Court of Canada has accordingly recognized increases in vul-
nerability to sexual exploitation and human trafficking among poor girls in economically
underdeveloped regions of China and even gone so far as to recognize low socioeconomic
status as a “particular social group” (Foster, 2012a). This distinction has also been recog-
nized by the United Kingdom with regards to economically disadvantaged female youth
in Nigeria, and the United States concerning low-income individuals who are HIV-positive
(Foster, 2012a).

While my quantitative results may only be suggestive, accompanying all measures are
numerous asylum claims asserting flight from persecution involving socioeconomic rights.
Applicants and decision-makers alike have recognized the merits in how these violations
contribute to diminished economic opportunities. If people understand for themselves their
own reasons for fleeing as they pertain to fears of impecunity, then, along with the fact that
decision-makers routinely find such claims compelling, the notion that poverty has no sub-
stantive connection to forced migration, as held throughout the political science literature,
is divorced from reality and does not hold up to scrutiny as asylum seekers the world over
have successfully petitioned both the UNHCR and host states for protection from circum-
stances that would force them to live in a state of abject poverty. Results presented here
paired with the qualitative assessment of various asylum claims and court rulings suggest

that diminished economic expectations indeed contribute to forced migration above and
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beyond war and violations of human rights.

3.8 Conclusion

This chapter continues the study the relationship between poverty and forced migration
and builds upon the idea set forth in Chapter 2 that poverty can encourage individuals
to flee. Specifically, it argues that an individual’s economic expectations are at least in
part informed by the degree to which they enjoy socioeconomic rights. By providing more
analytically nuanced reasoning to how poverty relates to forced migration, this study sheds
further light on our understanding of what the sources of displacement are.

The findings of this chapter again contradict previous studies of forced migration and
provide quantitative and qualitative support for the notion that expectations of poverty are
a substantive source of displacement. Moreover, they also comport with the fact that forced
economic degradation has historically resulted in involuntary migration and the reality that
such a phenomenon continues to happen. From the onset of application of the 1951 Conven-
tion to asylum claims, economic persecution was recognized as falling along the spectrum
of persecution inducing forced migration during and following WWII. Tribunals dating
as early as Nuremberg convicted defendants on the grounds of forced economic depriva-
tion such as the denial of employment exclusion of Jewish persons from civil service, and
spoilation (plundering) (Balogh, 1949; Grahl-Madsen, 1966; Hathaway and Foster, 2014).

The findings of this chapter also have implications for both future research and policy. It
is telling that greater access to labor markets and educational opportunities for women has
a greater impact relative to the entire population. If such drastic improvements regarding
expectations of forced displacement result from increasing access to these opportunities
for girls and women, the same may hold for other historically marginalized peoples such
as indigenous groups, religious and ethnic minorities, and other individuals traditionally
disenfranchised from state and society. Thus, this study has broadened the discipline to

include research into who becomes a refugee or asylum seeker.
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Additionally, policymakers seeking to curb refugee flows may consider foreign policy
measures aimed at stabilizing respect for socioeconomic rights, particularly those enumer-
ated here. Whether it be agreements on free trade, sticks other than economic sanctions
in response to diplomatic disputes, the transfer of medical technology and preventative re-
sources to underdeveloped countries plagued by HIV/AIDS, carrots for Taliban leaders in
Afghanistan to protect and promote the norm of girls enrolling in and completing school,
or aid tied to anti-corruption practices, policymakers may wish to curate measures aimed
at stemming forced migration to address vulnerabilities of sub-populations that are acutely

susceptible to exploitation and persecution.
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3.9 Appendix 3.1: Robustness Check

I re-run all models reporting my dependent variable as the rate of displacement per 10,000

population. Regarding women’s participation in the formal labor force, a one percentage-

point increase correlates with a four percentage-point decrease in the expected rate of dis-

placement compared to a six percentage-point decrease in the original models. Concerning

the ratio of women to men in the formal labor force, the alternatively specified models in-

dicate a two percentage-point reduction in displacement following a one percentage-point

increase in the ratio of female-to-male participation.

Table 3.6: Labor Force Participation, robustness check 1

Dependent variable:

Displacement rate per 10,000 population (refugees+asylum seekers)

1) 2 3)
Participation rate 2.02
(0.23, 17.36)
Women'’s participation 0.96**
percentage 0.92, 1)
Female-to-male ratio 0.99"
(0.96, 0.99)
Human rights 0.99 1.01 1.01
(0.88, 1.10) (0.90, 1.14) (0.90, 1.13)
War 1.17 1.19 1.19
(0.94, 1.46) (0.96, 1.48) (0.95, 1.48)
Displacement;_; | R | R | R
(1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin Country-of-origin
Observations 6,108 6,108 6,108
Log Likelihood -24,581.880 -24,580.480 -24,581.060
0 0.194*(0.003) 0.194***(0.003) 0.194***(0.003)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 49,445.760 49,442.960 49,444.110

Note:

*tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001

There is no substantive change in the expected response to vaccination rates. Increases

or decreases in Rubella and Hepatitis B coverage continue to be unassociated with rates
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of displacement while a one percentage-point increase in coverage for the first and second

Measles shots continues to correlate with a reduction in predicted rates of displacement by

two and one percentage points, respectively.

Table 3.7: Vaccination Rates, robustness check 1

Dependent variable:

Displacement rate per 10,000 population (refugees+asylum seekers)

4) S) (6) (7)

Rubella 1

(0.99, 1.01)
Hepatitis 1

(0.99, 1)
Measles (first shot) 0.98***
(0.98, 0.99)
Measles (second shot) 0.99**
(0.98, 1)

Human rights 1 1.07 1.07 0.82+

(0.84, 1.20) (0.91, 1.24) (0.96, 1.18) (0.66, 1.03)
War 1.39" 1.17 1.17 1.09

(0.98,1.97) (0.91, 1.50) (0.95, 1.44) (0.78, 1.52)
Displacement; j R R | R R

(1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1)

Observations 3,933 4,809 6,885 3,414
Log Likelihood —16,981.41 —20,041.54 —28,764.72 —14,385.45
0 0.20** (0.004)  0.20"** (0.004)  0.19"** (0.003)  0.21™** (0.005)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 34,224.82 40,379.08 57,835.44 29,044.90
Note: Tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001

There is no substantive change with respect to enrollment rates with the exception of
gross secondary enrollment rates and tertiary enrollment rates for women. The reported
IRR indicates there is no change in expected rates of forced displacement in response to a
change in either of these measures. All other results on enrollment hold.

Results for the GPI hold as well. A ten percentage-point increase in the ratio of girls to
boys enrolled in primary school corresponds with a nearly eight percentage-point decrease

in expected rates of displacement. At the secondary level, the same increase results in a
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Table 3.8: School Enrollment, robustness check 1

Dependent variable:

Displacement rate per 10,000 population (refugees+asylum seekers)

(8) 9) (10) 1) (12) (13)
Primary (gross) 0.99***
(0.99, 1)
Secondary (gross) 1
(0.99, 1)
Tertiary (gross) 0.99*
(0.99, 1)
Primary (girls) 0.99***
(0.99, 1)
Secondary (girls) 0.99*
(0.99, 1)
Tertiary (women) 1
(0.99, 1)
Human rights 0.97 1.07 1.02 0.95 1.11 1.03
(0.87,1.08) (0.95,1.21) (0.89,1.17) (0.85,1.06) (0.89,1.20) (0.89, 1.20)
War 1.33% 1.58*** 1.37* 01.35** 1.74%%* 1.45
(1.05,1.68) (1.22,2.05) (1.04,1.80) (1.06,1.71) (1.32,2.28) (1.07,1.95)**
, 1 1, 1 (1,1) 1, 1 , 1 1, 1
Observations 5,681 4,858 4,364 5,569 4,602 4,017
Log Likelihood —23,425.17 —20,032.54 —17,356.47 —23,038.05 —18,966.38 —16,022.96
0 0.19%* 0.19%* 0.20%** 0.19** 0.19%* 0.20%**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 47,142.34  40,357.09  34,990.93  46,368.09  38,222.76 32,323.92
Note: *tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001

seven percentage-point reduction. At tertiary levels, the same increase continues to predict
a decline in displacement in excess of nine percentage points.

With regards to the number of people living in poverty, reported coefficients retains
statistical significance at the 5% level and continues to indicate that a one percentage-point
increase in the poverty rate below this level corresponds to an expected rise in displacement
by two percentage points. Concerning poverty gaps, results hold at the 10% level. A one

percentage-point increase in the gap between income and the poverty line at $1.90 a day
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Table 3.9: Gender Parity Index, robustness check 1

Dependent variable:

Displacement rate per 10,000 population (refugees+asylum seekers)

(14) (15) (16)
Primary 0.21%**
(0.08, 0.55)
Secondary 0.27**
(0.12, 0.60)
Tertiary 0.09***
(0.05, 0.16)
Human rights 0.93 1.09 1.23*
(0.84, 1.04) (0.96, 1.24) (1.06, 1.42)
War 1.36* 1.68*** 1.54%**
(1.07, 1.72) (1.28,2.21) (1.15, 2.07)
Displacement;_ | 1 1 1
(1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1)
Observations 5,569 4,602 4,049
Log Likelihood —23,039.33 —18,964.26 —16,051.65
0 0.19"** (0.003)  0.19"** (0.004) 0.20*** (0.004)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 46,370.65 38,218.51 32,381.30

Note:

Tp<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001

increases the predicted rate of displacement by three percentage points.
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Table 3.10: Poverty, robustness check 1

Dependent variable:

Displacement rate per 10,000 population (refugees + asylum seekers)

(17) (18)
Poverty rate 1.02*
(1, 1.04)
Poverty gap 1.03*
(1, 1.07)
Human rights 1.31* 1.28***
(1, 1.71) (1, 1.65)
War 1.52% 1.44%
(0.99, 2.33) (0.96, 2.18)
Observations 2,247 2,438
Log Likelihood —8,358.37 —9,031.42
0 0.20*** (0.01) 0.20"** (0.01)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 16,972.75 18,342.84
Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; **p<0.001
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3.10 Appendix 3.2: Further Controls

Table 3.11: Labor Force Participation, robustness check 2

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

&) 2) 3)
Participation rate 1.84
(.24, 14.25)
Women’s participation 0.95*
percentage (0.92,0.99)
Female-to-male ratio 0.98***
(0.96, 0.99)
GDP growth 0.98*** 0.98*** 0.98***
(0.98, 0.99) (0.98, 0.99) (0.97, 0.99)
Human rights 0.97 1 1.01
(0.87, 1.08) (0.89, 1.12) (0.90, 1.13)
War 1.23* 1.25* 1.25*
(1, 1.52) (1.01, 1.55) (1.01, 1.55)
Displaced; | | R [ [
(1, 1 (1, 1) (1, D
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 5,940 5,940 5,940
Log Likelihood -61,012.390 -61,009.880 -61,008.980
0 0.218**(0.003) 0.218**(0.003) 0.218**(0.003)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 122,308.800 122,303.800 122,302.000

Note:

*tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001



Table 3.12: Vaccination Rates, robustness check 2

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

“) ) (6) (1)

Rubella 0.99

(0.98, 1.01)
Hepatitis 0.99**

(0.99, 1)
Measles (first shot) 0.98***
(0.98, 0.99)
Measles (second shot) 0.99***
(0.98, 1)
Expenditures 1 1* 1 1*
(1, D (1, D (1, 1) (1, 1)

Human rights 1.08 1.17+ 1.10 0.95

(0.85, 1.36) (0.99, 1.38) (0.96, 1.27) (0.75, 1.20)
War 1.07 1.14 1.40** 0.94

(0.73, 1.57) (0.88, 1.49) (1.10, 1.79) (0.67, 1.34)
Displacedt,l 1 15+ 1 1

(1, D (1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1)

Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin  Country-of-origin
Observations 3,212 4,125 4,923 3,002
Log Likelihood —32,760.77 —42,329.05 —50,487.35 —30,880.18
0 0.23*** (0.004) 0.23*** (0.004) 0.22*** (0.004) 0.23*** (0.005)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 65,771.53 84,938.10 101,266.70 62,010.35

Note:
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Table 3.13: School Enrollment, robustness check 2

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

(8) ) (10 (a1 (12) (13)
Primary (gross) 0.99***
(0.98, 1.00)
Secondary (gross) 0.99"
(0.98, 1)
Tertiary (gross) 0.99*
(0.98, 1.00)
Primary (girls) 0.99***
(0.99, 0.99)
Secondary (girls) 0.99*
(0.98, 1)
Tertiary (women) 0.99**
(0.99, 1)
Expenditures 0.99 1 0.98* 0.99 1 0.98*"
(0.98,1.01) (0.98,1.01) (0.97,1) 097,1) (0.98,1.02) (0.96, 1)
Human rights 0.97 1.15F 1.19 0.96 1.23 1.08
(0.80,1.18) (0.92,1.44) (0.95,1.49) (0.79,1.17) (0.98,1.02) (0.85,1.37)
War 1.33 1.67* 1.25 01.24 1.58* 1.26
(0.87,2.03) (1.07,2.58) (0.83,1.89) (0.80,1.90) (1,2.50)  (0.81, 1.96)
(1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1)
Fixed effects Country- Country- Country- Country- Country- Country-
of-origin of-origin of-origin of-origin -of-origin of-origin
Observations 5,681 4,859 4,365 5,570 4,603 4,018
Log Likelihood —58,625.79 —50,312.98 —45,141.70 —57,537.90 —47,625.52 —41,571.22
0 0.21*** 0.21*** 0.21*** 0.21*** 0.21%** 0.21***
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 117,541.60 100,91590  90,559.40  115,365.80  95,539.04  83,418.44

Note:
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Table 3.14: Gender Parity Index, robustness check 2

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

(14) (15) (16)
Primary 0.12*
(0.02,0.74)
Secondary 0.01**
(0, 0.05)
Tertiary 03%*
(0.04, 0.13)
Expenditures 0.99 1 0.99
0.97,1) (0.98, 1.02) (0.97, 1.02)
Human rights 0.94 1.18 1.28*
(0.77, 1.15) (0.94, 1.47) (1.01, 1.61)
War 1.26 1.19 1.06
(0.82, 1.94) (0.75, 1.88) (0.68, 1.64)
Displaced; | R 1 | R
(1, 1) (1, 1) (1, 1)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 2,279 2,045 2,112
Log Likelihood —23,445.65 —21,050.64 —-21,512.71
0 0.22*** (0.01) 0.22*** (0.01) 0.23*** (0.01)

Akaike Inf. Crit.

47,129.29

42,331.28

43,259.42

Note:

Tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001



Table 3.15: Poverty, robustness check 2

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees + asylum seekers)

(17) (18)
Poverty rate 1.02**
(1.01, 1.04)
Poverty gap 1.04**
(1.01, 1.08)
GDP growth 1 1
(0.97, 1.03) (0.97, 1.03)
Human rights 1.28* 1.247F
(1, 1.64) (0.97, 1.03)
War 1.51* 1.447
(1.01, 1.64) (0.97,2.14)
Displaced; | R | R
1, 1) 1,1
Observations 2,247 2,438
Log Likelihood —22.913.21 —24,852.09
0 0.21*** (0.005) 0.21*** (0.005)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 46,080.41 49,982.17

Note:

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001

88



3.11 Appendix 3.3: Dropping Lagged Dependent Variables

Table 3.16: Labor Force Participation, robustness check 3

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

&) 2) 3)
Participation rate 2.08
(0.26, 16.50)
Women’s participation 0.96*
percentage (0.93, 1.00)
Female-to-male ratio 0.99
(0.98, 1.01)
Human rights 1.05 1.07 1.06
(0.94, 1.17) (0.96, 1.20) (0.95, 1.19)
War 1.21°F 1.23* 1.22F
(0.98, 1.49) (1, 1.52) (0.99, 1.51)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 6,108 6,108 6,109
Log Likelihood -63,074.660 -63,073.440 -63,086.330
0 0.207***(0.003) 0.207*%(0.003) 0.207*%(0.003)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 126,429.300 126,426.900 126,452.700

Note:

Tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001
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Table 3.17: Vaccination Rates, robustness check 3

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

“4) &) (6) (7

Rubella 1

(0.99, 1.01)
Hepatitis 0.99**

(0.99, 1)
Measles (first shot) 0.98***
(0.98, 0.99)
Measles (second shot) 0.9
(0.98, 1)

Human rights 1.08 1.15% 1.09*" 0.80*

(0.86, 1.21) (0.99, 1.33) (0.99, 1.21) (0.65, 0.99)
War 1.45% 1.19 1.20" 1.04

(1.03, 2.02) (0.94, 1.51) (0.98, 1.46) (0.75, 1.42)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 3,933 4,928 6,886 3,414
Log Likelihood —40,304.23 —50,767.85 —71,226.77 —35,152.28
0 0.217** (0.004) 0.22*** (0.003) 0.21*** (0.003) 0.227** (0.004)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 80,868.45 101,827.70 142,757.50 70,576.57

Note:

Tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001
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Table 3.18: School Enrollment, robustness check 3

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

(8) ©) (10) a1 (12) (13)
Primary (gross) 0.99**
(0.99, 1.00)
Secondary (gross) 0.99"
(0.99, 1)
Tertiary (gross) 0.99*
(0.99, 1.00)
Primary (girls) 0.99**
(0.99, 1)
Secondary (girls) 0.99**
(0.99, 1)
Tertiary (women) 1
(0.99, 1)
Human rights 0.99 1.117F 1.10 0.96 1.15% 1.03
(0.89,1.09) (0.98,1.24) (0.96,1.25) (0.87,1.07) (1.02,1.31) (0.90,1.19)
War 1.34** 1.64*** 1.35* 01.36** 1.81%* 1.50**
(1.07,1.68) (1.28,2.11) (1.04,1.76) (1.08,1.71) (1.40,2.35) (1.13,2)
Fixed effects Country- Country- Country- Country- Country- Country-
of-origin of-origin of-origin of-origin -of-origin of-origin
Observations 5,681 4,859 4,365 5,570 4,603 4,018
Log Likelihood —58,625.79 —50,312.98 —45,141.70 —57,537.90 —47,625.52 —41,571.22
0 0.21** 0.21** 0.21** 0.21** 0.21** 0.21**
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 117,541.60 100,915.90  90,559.40  115,365.80  95,539.04 83,418.44

Note:
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Table 3.19: Gender Parity Index, robustness check 3

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees+asylum seekers)

(14) (15) (16)

Primary 0.19***

(0.07, 0.47)
Secondary 0.22%**

(0.10, 0.47)
Tertiary .08+
(0.05, 0.15)

Human rights 0.96 1.13* 1.26"**

(0.86, 1.06) (1, 1.27) (1.09, 1.44)
War 1.37** 1.75%* 1.647**

(1.09, 1.72) (1.35, 2.26) (1.24, 2.18)
Fixed effects Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin ~ Country-of-origin
Observations 5,570 4,603 4,050
Log Likelihood —57,538.55 —47,622.74 —41,843.71
0 0.21*** (0.003) 0.21*** (0.003) 0.21*** (0.004)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 115,367.10 95,533.49 83,963.42
Note: Tp<0.1; *p<0.05; *p<0.01; **p<0.001

Table 3.20: Poverty, robustness check 3

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees + asylum seekers)

(17) (18)

Poverty rate 1.01

(0.99, 1.03)
Poverty gap 1.02

(0.99, 1.06)

Human rights 1.31* 1.32%*

(1.02, 1.69) (1.04, 1.68)
War 1.70** 1.43%

(1.13, 2.56) (0.96, 2.11)
Observations 2,247 2,438
Log Likelihood —22913.21 —24.,852.09
0 0.21*** (0.005) 0.21*** (0.005)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 46,080.41 49,982.17
Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001
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Table 3.21: Poverty, robustness check 4

Dependent variable:

Displacement (refugees + asylum seekers)

(17) (18)
Poverty rate;_, 1.04%**
(1.02, 1.06)
Poverty gap;_» 1.07%*
(1.04, 1.11)
Human rights 2.20%* 2.02%**
(1.70, 2.84) (1.59, 2.57)
War 1.71% 1.51%
(1.14, 2.55) (1.03, 2.21)
Observations 2,226 2,413
Log Likelihood —22,559.33 —24,443.54
0 0.22*** (0.01) 0.22*** (0.005)
Akaike Inf. Crit. 45,372.67 49,165.08

Note:

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; **p<0.001
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CHAPTER 4

The Man Behind the Curtain:

Kim Il Sung’s economic warfare and the people who flee

4.1 Introduction

That people flee across international boundaries to escape threats to their physical integrity
is a well-documented phenomenon across a multitude of disciplines. Human rights abuses,
civil war, and other forms of political violence are notable causes of forced migration, par-
ticularly within the political science literature. What is less documented and understood,
however, is how poverty contributes to forced migration. This is striking given the testi-
mony of asylum seekers speaking to a fear of impoverishment, hunger, economic proscrip-
tion, and other circumstances of abject poverty as discussed in Chapter 3.

The previous two chapters theoretically explore how diminished access to food and
other socioeconomic rights such as employment and education also threaten an individ-
ual’s physical security and encourage forced migration. With the exception of daily calorie
consumption and the gender parity index, however, it is impossible to say with any degree
of confidence that the data currently available reflects intentional deprivation. While possi-
bly loosely related to weaponized poverty, indicators in the quantitative analyses are better
estimates of poverty itself. This is certainly a step forward in the forced migration literature
in that it provides not only a theoretically informed analysis where other studies have not,
but also an empirical analysis linking poverty to forced migration. What the proceeding
chapters do not do, however, is speak to the underlying mechanisms I have proposed, such
as flight not just from poverty but from an inability to sustain an economic livelihood as
a result of political targeting. This chapter attempts to link economic outcomes directly to
economic policies that weaponize poverty by exploring the motivations of flight for North

Korean refugees.
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I focus on North Korea - formally known as the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(DPRK) - because it is a place where the enjoyment of material comfort and socioeconomic
rights are tied directly to one’s political value to the state. Individuals thought to be politi-
cally wayward are subjected to, among other disciplinary actions, severe economic penal-
ties. This includes confiscation of wealth, reduction in quality and quantity of food, forced
relocation to substandard living arrangements, and limited or complete denial of access to
socioeconomic rights discussed in Chapter 3. Economic persecution is so formalized in
North Korea that if my theory does not hold in this setting, then it likely does not hold in
any setting. Thus, North Korea presents itself as a most-plausible case to subject my theory
to falsification.

Though physical harms are a very real threat to many North Koreans, interviews with
North Korean defectors reveal a host of patterns connecting the decision to flee due to so-
cioeconomic motivations. These range from prolonged hunger and starvation; a deficit of
medicine and quality health facilities; the pursuit of education in one’s field of choice, the
inability to find work and achieve occupational promotions; limitations on wage earnings;
and, what was most surprising to this author, restrictions on travel, fashion, haircuts, and
love. Importantly, interviewees fled not only the absence of the aforementioned socioeco-
nomic benefits - these instruments to economic well-being were made unavailable to them
through North Korea’s extensive social engineering. That is, hardships faced by these in-
dividuals were results of state-imposed obstacles designed to forcibly impoverish people
deemed disloyal to North Korea’s ruling regime.

Apart from what motivates individuals to flee in the context of North Korea, this chap-
ter explores three other important questions related to forced migration. First, what would
motivate more people to flee? Second, what motivates people to stay? And finally, what
would motivate those who fled to return? I posed these questions to interview participants
and while responses invariably included fear of the severe punishments associated with

exiting North Korea without permission - such as imprisonment in labor camps, forced
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disappearance of one’s entire family, and even death - material comfort or lack thereof re-
sulting from one’s standing in North Korea’s socially engineered hierarchy was a common
theme to answers as well. Further, respondents also claimed that individuals may not have
enough of an incentive to flee if they already have a relative abroad or a relative who de-
fected as these family members living outside of North Korea frequently send money to
their relatives still living in North Korea, providing an arm of financial security. Thus, not
only does poverty encourage forced migration, when individuals are able to find means of
circumventing policies designed to impoverish them, they are less likely to flee.

This chapter connects both poverty and targeted poverty to forced migration. The the-
ory of economic warfare that I have propounded throughout this dissertation calls for data
that reflects targeted access to socioeconomic rights. The absence of such data risks this
research only establishing that indicators of poverty are correlated with forced migration.
While this in and of itself is a substantial step forward in understanding sources of forced
migration, it is not enough to adequately suggest poverty as a result of economic pun-
ishment motivates flight. While these chapters strongly suggest a statistical relationship
between poverty and forced migration, the empirical analyses fall short in connecting state-
sanctioned economic deprivation to forced migration. The qualitative work in this chapter
takes the additional step and links poverty as a result of economic persecution to forced
migration.

If we are to believe the stories of forced migrants who understand for themselves their
reasons for departure to be expectations and circumstances of forced impoverishment - and
I can think of no reason why we should not as such testimony works against their interests
given that migrating for purely economic reasons is well-established as not constituting
justifiable grounds for asylum - then it becomes clear that people flee to escape economic
persecution. Below, I demonstrate why this is the case particularly as it pertains to those
fleeing North Korea. First, I discuss how social engineering conducted by the North Korean

State has resulted in a social hierarchy that dictates who is eligible for socioeconomic ben-
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efits and who is not. By classifying the entirety of its citizenry into three broad categories
on the basis of political loyalty, the North Korean State is able to limit the enjoyment of
socioeconomic rights to those deemed most loyal. Using semi-structured interviews with
North Korean defectors, I then highlight how targeted restrictions on socioeconomic rights
heterogeneously influence motivations for flight. By speaking directly with North Korean
defectors, I am able to uncover the micro-mechanisms undergirding poverty to forced mi-
gration.

Two distinctive patterns emerge depending on an person’s status within North Korea’s
socially engineered political hierarchy. For those deemed as disloyal, their flight is more
likely to be from conditions of generalized poverty prohibiting them from living in dignity
as a result of restrictions placed on their quality and quantity of employment, food, educa-
tion, and medicine. For more privileged North Koreans, revelations about the prosperity of
the southern kin trigger feelings of relative deprivation that diminish their own economic
expectations. This prompts them to flee to escape the political barriers limiting their own
socioeconomic potential.

After synthesizing across interviewees’ reasons for flight, I follow with a discussion
that explores what would motivate more people to flee, why people stay, and what would
motivate people to return. While visceral anger towards the Kim regime and North Korea’s
political institutions are quite palpable, worsening conditions of impoverishment for the
former and enhanced financial security for the latter two prevailed as the most common

answers to these questions. The final section concludes.

4.2 Songbun, the North Korean Caste

An individual’s socioeconomic status in North Korea is pre-determined at birth. Beginning
in 1958, Kim Il Sung launched a massive social engineering project organizing the entirety
of the DPRK’s citizenry into three broad classes with an additional 51 sub-classes (French,

2005; Lankov, 2013; Oh and Hassig, 2000). Extensive family background checks on every
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individual were conducted with the activities of male ancestors during the 1940s and early
1950s used to determine a person’s political loyalty and thus arrange every North Korean
into a place in the national hierarchy (French, 2005; Lankov, 2013).

This classification system is known in North Korea as songbun, which loosely translates
to “family background.” At the highest level is the “core class” which includes the extended
Kim family; members of the Korean Workers Party, military, and government officials;
descendants of those who died fighting for North Korea during the Korean War; and family
members of anti-Japanese revolutionary families (French, 2005; Oh and Hassig, 2000).
Beneath the core class is the “wavering class.” North Korea views those in this class as
politically suspect but believes them capable of being won over through political education
(Oh and Hassig, 2000). This group includes those whose families immigrated from South
Korea, China, or Japan or those who stayed in North Korea when their relatives fled South
(Oh and Hassig, 2000). At the bottom is the “hostile class” who are deemed politically
unreliable (French, 2005). The hostile class is made up of those whose ancestors were
landlords, religious leaders and practitioners, private entrepreneurs, civil service workers
under Japanese colonization, and South Korean soldiers taken prisoner during the Korean
war (Demick, 2010; Lankov, 2013; Oh and Hassig, 2000).

The efforts to classify all citizens into a rigid social hierarchy has resulted in what
(Lankov, 2013) calls an hereditary caste system. Children inherent their songbun from their
father’s line and the songbun one is born into is relatively static with little room for mobility.
In fact, it is widely believed that the only mobility within the songbun system is downward
(French, 2005). Such was the case for Jun Ho,! a former North Korean soldier I spoke
with for the purposes of this research who described to me the devolution of his family’s
songbun. His grandfather received military training in the Soviet Union and was a high-
ranking officer during the Korean war. Kim Il Sung later purged those who trained in the

Soviet Union. This purge downgraded his family’s songbun status, forcing them out of

"'Names have been changed to protect the privacy of interview subjects in accordance with IRB require-
ments.
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the comfort of Pyongyang and into a small, rural village with “vulnerable circumstances.”
While Jun Ho himself was serving his mandatory ten-year military post, his mother and
brother defected to the South. He did not learn of this until he returned from his military
service and found his ancestral home empty. Even though Jun Ho served in the military and
graduated from university, he was unable to secure employment as his songbun status was
once again downgraded, this time to the lowest level due to his family’s defection. So, he
left.

Jun Ho’s experience is one of many that demonstrates how socioeconomic status in
North Korea is conditional on perceived political loyalty. The North Korean State uses the
songbun system not only for the purposes of politically organizing its people, but also for
the distribution of socioeconomic rights. Where one lives, the quality and quantity of food
one eats, the option to pursue higher education, employment in the civil service, opportuni-
ties for occupational advancement, and other social privileges are all determined by one’s
songbun. In other words, North Korea’s songbun system is a mechanism by which the gov-
ernment can channel economic rewards to citizens deemed most loyal and poverty to those
considered disloyal.

For members of the wavering and hostile classes, North Korea’s economic practices
frequently result in a quality of life so economically degraded that fleeing becomes the
only coping mechanism providing a possibility of survival. As one interviewee stated, “It’s
almost impossible for the lowest classes to live” given the lack of money-making oppor-
tunities available to them. This sentiment was shared by others I interviewed. When asked
what they thought their lives would be like if they had stayed in North Korea, 13 of the 20
interview participants speculated their lives would be difficult with 5 believing they would
already be dead and at least 2 believing they would be “living as a slave.” Others men-
tioned fear of starvation, imprisonment in political labor camps, financial struggles, and
“darkness.”

Not every North Korean defector I spoke with was poor. While most were, a handful

99



lived relatively comfortable lives by North Korean standards but chose to defect to pursue
upward socioeconomic mobility free of government restraints. Every person interviewed
for this chapter, however, mentioned either direct poverty or restricted access to a partic-
ular socioeconomic right that imposed a sense of material deprivation. While individual
decisions to flee varied and involved layered reasoning and justifications, the presence of
an economic motivation in part was constant across all. The stringent economic policies
North Korea maintains for its citizens means that those with the benefit of being politically
valuable to the state enjoy preferred access to food, employment, housing, medicine, ed-
ucation, and other socioeconomic benefits. It is quite telling that when asked why those
who stay choose to stay, nearly every respondent stated that people with a high songbun
do not need to leave because they live comfortable lives with plenty of food and economic
opportunities. The rest must fend for themselves in an environment where they are actively
prevented from pursuing paths that would provide greater financial security. Thus, for those
who flee, they are not just fleeing poverty or relative deprivation, but also state-mandated

ceilings on their socioeconomic well-being that are in place for purely political reasons.

4.3 Data and Methodology
I conducted 20 one-on-one interviews with individuals who fled North Korea and are now
residing in South Korea and elsewhere.? North Korean refugees and defectors make for
an ideal sample to explore my theory of poverty leading to forced migration by means of
economic warfare as socioeconomic status in North Korea is wholly dependent upon an
individual’s perceived loyalty to the Kim regime. Interviews were facilitated with the help
of Freedom Speakers International (FSI), an NGO in Seoul, South Korea whose mission is
to empower North Korean refugees through public speaking.

My sample is not random by design as it was my desire to speak with a wide range of
people who have fled North Korea. A purposive selection strategy incorporates individuals

across the spectrum of North Korea’s socially engineered classes and includes individuals

2 Appendix 3.1 provides a brief profile of those interviewed for this research.

100



from the core, wavering, and hostile classes. It is my desire to unpack how North Korea’s
economic policies selectively reward and punish individuals on the basis of their songbun
and thus have a differentiating influence on individual decisions to flee. A purposive selec-
tion strategy ensures a diversity of perspectives for such purposes whereas a random selec-
tion process cannot guarantee that any single perspective will not be overly represented in
the data (Fujii, 2009). I thus asked my contacts at FSI to help me coordinate interviews not
only with refugees who suffered abject poverty and destitution in North Korea, but with
refugees who lived relatively comfortably in North Korea as well.

Roughly half of the interviews were conducted in English. The rest were conducted in
Korean with the assistance of an interpreter. For those conducted with the aid of an inter-
preter, I relied on an undergraduate research assistant to transcribe the interviews and check
for consistency between what I was asking the interviewee in English, what the interpreter
was interpreting to the interviewee in Korean, what the interviewee was answering in Ko-
rean, and what the interpreter was interpreting back to me in English. All but one of the
interviews were recorded and lasted between forty-five minutes to an hour and a half with

an average duration of about one hour.?

4.4 Findings

Individuals fleeing North Korea have many motivations for abandoning their homes. While
all are subject to rigid social restrictions, these restrictions are not applied equally nor
do they have comparable consequences. As mentioned above, an individual’s placement
in North Korea’s political hierarchy, otherwise known as songbun determines the quality
of socioeconomic benefits available to them. Many North Koreans understand and accept
this as a reality of life with one defector I spoke with referring to songbun as a person’s
“fate.” Below, I present songbun as the North Korean defectors I spoke with understand it

conceptually for themselves and how it influenced their decision to flee.

3Technical issues prevented me from fully recording the lone, unrecorded interview.
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4.4.1 Sins of the father

The foundation of every North Korean’s songbun is based on the perceived loyalty of their
ancestors to the North Korean State in general and the Kim family in particular. As one
North Korean defector put it, “songbun is determined by family background” and represents
how loyal an individual and their family is to the Kim regime. People whose ancestors
fought against the Japanese during colonization and against the American-led UN forces
during the Korean War are considered loyal and bestowed with a high songbun. Members
in this core class have greater chances of socioeconomic success, including membership in
the Korean Workers’ Party which acts as an authentication of one’s loyalty. People whose
ancestors collaborated with the Japanese colonial government or fought on the side of the
South are considered disloyal and cast into the lower hostile class. These individuals have
no chance of joining the Korean Workers’ Party and are thus inhibited from any meaningful
socioeconomic advancement.

Interviewees unanimously agreed that improving one’s sonbung was nearly impossi-
ble. It was far more likely that one would have their songbun demoted. This can happen
through a slip of the tongue or a perceived sleight against the regime. A casual comment
about being hungry or ineffective policy can - and often is - interpreted as a complaint or in-
sult against the Kim family. Dong Hyu, a 47-year-old doctor from Chongjin, North Korea,
spoke about constant anxiety out of fear he would inadvertently share his genuine criticisms
of state policies when discussing medical policies with colleagues and senior officials. Of-
ficial meetings in Korean culture often involve heavy drinking. This is no different in North
Korea. When Dong Hyu would meet with high-ranking government officials, he would re-
frain from drinking as he was nervous he would vent his true feelings of frustration with
the regime while drunk. Something as trivial as not attaching an honorific title to the name
of Kim Il Sung or Kim Jong Il, he says, could end with not only the casual speaker facing
lifelong imprisonment, but their family as well.

The songbun system works to maintain the status quo of the current power structure in

102



North Korea. With only people in the upper castes enjoying material comfort and positions
of power, the masses are left to fend for themselves in conditions so destitute they have no
time to think about anything other than where their next meal is coming from. “Without
songbun, the North Korean regime does not exist,” says Jun Ho. By channeling preferential
treatment to the regime’s most loyal supporters, the North Korean State is able to coopt
elites while systematically impoverishing those of the lower castes. Beyond material ben-
efits such as luxury goods and other means to live a comfortable life, “songbun affects all
social aspects” of a person’s life.* This includes occupation and the ability to pursue profes-
sional advancement; continuing education in one’s chosen field; the quality and quantity of
food available for consumption; acces to adequate health services; and other limitations on
social life. By rationing these socioeconomic rights on the bases of songbun, “the [North
Korean] government uses [its] power for people who don’t obey to create a situation of

95

impoverishment™ from which people flee.

4.4.2 Working-class heroes

In their own words, the North Korean defectors I spoke with describe songbun as a hered-
itary caste system that works to maintain the status of the ruling elite by means of so-
cioeconomic favoritism. Seung Ho, a 58-year-old biology researcher from Hyesan, North
Korea, says that “North Korea’s songbun system was like the feudal system before the era
of capitalism.” Classes are divided by occupation and children are unable to alter their own
status. Their songbun determines their occupation and their parents’ occupation determines
their songbun. This chicken-and-egg determinant of where one stands in North Korea’s so-
cial hierarchy allows the state to funnel plum jobs such as positions in the Korean Workers’
Party, the military, civil service, and other desirable occupations to the descendants of those
who fought against the Japanese during the period of colonization between 1910-1945 and

against South Korea and the US-led UN forces during the Korean War.

“Interview with “Seung Ho.”
SInterview with “Jun Ho.”

103



The emphasis on the connection between songbun and occupation cannot be under-
stated. The first response many of the interviewees gave when asked about songbun was
that it is a social status based on the occupation of one’s parents. This was often followed
with an explanation that a person’s songbun in turn determined their occupation. “A good
songbun can lead to a bright future with good jobs, but in my case I didn’t have such a
songbun so my job was to work as part of the lowest class,” says Su Kyeong, a 33-year-old
woman from Hoeryong. She goes on to say that her parents worked on a farm and explains
that “there was a rule by the government that if your parents worked on farms, then you
can only do farm work and will not be allowed to choose other jobs. There was no way
out. There were no options.” Tae-young, a 38-year-old man from Musan, North Korea,
echoes this sentiment. “If my family’s songbun is not good, that also affects my career. If
my family has political problems, then I cannot get a good job or go to a good school.” He
makes a point to emphasize “We [North Koreans] don’t have a right to choose our jobs; the
government dictates where people work.”

Many accept this arrangement as if it were their “fate,” resigning themselves to the fact
that they have no choice with regards to their professional status. For example, Ji Hye, a 31-
year-old woman also from Hoeryong in the northeastern part of North Korea, worked in the
Aoji coal mine town. “The reason I worked there was because my maternal grandfather was
a prisoner of war. So, my parents worked there and I ended up working there without any
choice.” She says this matter-of-factly with a casual expression on her face. The implication
that her grandfather having fought against North Korea means that his progeny can never
work as anything other than hard laborers does not strike her as anything other than the
norm in North Korea.

Employment difficulties in North Korea often push people to cross the border into
China, whether it be for the purposes of permanently defecting or to earn money by either
working in China or smuggling goods back and forth between the two countries. Lit-up,

nighttime skylines of border towns across the Tumen and Yalu Rivers and stories from
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family members living abroad entice many un- and underemployed North Koreans to cross
over out of financial desperation. Many of those I spoke with commented that their families
were involved with smuggling. Jun Ho ultimately joined his mother and brother in China
after being unable to find work when he returned home following his mandatory military
service. Though he is a college graduate and completed his tour of duty without incident,
he was blacklisted by the state due to the fact that his mother and brother had defected. He
tells me his brother and mother fled after attracting attention from local authorities for their
smuggling activities. “Smuggling is life for those people,” he exclaims, claiming smuggling
is the only way people in North Korea can make ends meet. He adds that his mother and
brother ultimately left because they were not allowed to make money to survive.

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union and market reforms in China, North Korea
stopped receiving subsidized imports of fuel. This led to a vicious, self-enforcing cycle
of economic contraction for North Korea. Without fuel, North Korea was unable to keep
its factories open which lead to a drastic decline in exports. Without exports, North Korea
struggle to earn hard currency, causing fuel imports to plummet even further (Demick,
2010). This lead to a chronic shortage of electricity in North Korea which still exists to
this day. Among other consequences the lack of electricity resulted in many, if not most,
factories becoming idle and thus unable to pay wages to their workers, even though the
state still required workers to report to their assigned jobs.

A popular solution to the sudden lack of employment opportunities for the masses living
near the Chinese border was to smuggle in goods such as food and medicine for trade
or personal consumption. More than a handful of the interview participants discussed the
smuggling activities their families engaged in to make ends meet. “Illegal smuggling is
the only way to make good money within North Korea,” says Ji Hye, the former Aoji coal
miner. This is a common attitude across interviewees, particularly the younger ones. “There
are not many ways to make money or take care of your family in North Korea,” Yoon Gi, a

30-year-old man who escaped when he was 14, tells me. He goes on to say that in Hyesan,
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where he is from, a lot of people smuggle goods between North Korea and China and that if
his mother had not gone to China, she would not have been able to take care of her family.

Some of the North Korean refugees I spoke with indicated their families were well off
financially due to their family’s enterprises involving smuggling. Bo Kyoung, a 25-year-old
woman from Chongjin, for example, stresses her family was not poor. She calls her mother
a successful businesswoman who smuggled furniture, clothes, food, candy, and other es-
sentials back and forth between North Korea and China. She shows me pictures from her
childhood where she is dressed in noticeably bright colors, indicative of the success of
her mother’s smuggling. In fact, her mother’s operations were so successful that her fam-
ily had two houses and lived comfortably with a washing machine, refrigerator, TV, CD
player, home phones, and cell phones. while these may be common appliances found in
households throughout most of the rest of the world, any one of these items is considered a
luxury in North Korea, let alone all of them!

Yet, even with the material comfort smuggling can bring, it still leaves those forced to
engage in such endeavors in precarious circumstances. Successful smuggling tends to draw
the attention of authorities. “It’s still uncomfortable to live in North Korea even if you are
rich and have money. The government is always targeting you,” says Bo Kyoung. Hye Jin,
a 21-year-old woman from Hyesan, indicates her family experienced similar scrutiny. Her
mother operated a small store out of which they sold items smuggled in from China. The
consequences associated with smuggling can be severe and often involve beatings, torture,
and forced labor in prison camps. Such punishments encouraged many of the individuals
I interviewed whose families were engaged in smuggling to flee, including Bo Kyoung
whose mother spent four years in prison for smuggling clothes and snacks. After her mother

was released, the two of them crossed the border into China - this time for the last time.
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4.4.3 Relative deprivation, for lack of a better term
Besides employment, songbun also determines occupational rank and opportunities for pro-
motion. Dong Hyu recognizes that his high status and occupation at a research institute was
due to the fact that his parents were college-educated intellectuals with his father having
worked as a professor and his mother having graduated from a teacher’s college. This was
not his profession of choice, however. He explains he wanted to work in North Korea’s
intelligence service or other core government agencies but was barred from doing so due to
the fact that his parents were Jocheongnyeon, a diaspora of pro-Pyongyang ethnic Koreans
from Japan. Yet, he expresses feelings of relative deprivation with respect to colleagues
whose parents were not born abroad. “I faced some restrictions regarding promotion,” he
says, explaining how doctors whose parents were not from Japan received quicker and more
prestigious promotions. Even though his family background was good enough for him to
become a doctor, because his parents moved to North Korea from abroad there was an air
of skepticism regarding his family’s loyalties.

Seung Ho, too, experienced restrictions within the workplace. Though his family was
a member of the core class, he says his status within that songbun was low relative to his
classmates and colleagues because his father had been sent to study in Slovakia during the
1950s following the Korean War. Seung Ho experienced feelings of relative deprivation
on multiple fronts. Within his work place, he was routinely passed over for opportunities
to work on projects requiring travel abroad. He felt a sense of injustice at this. Though
he was the more qualified researcher and had worked on one particular project requiring
research abroad since its inception, a colleague whose parents were high-ranking officials
was chosen to go abroad instead. “I couldn’t understand how they were given opportunities
over actual good students,” he says, indicating that the selection criteria was based more on
songbun instead of actual qualifications.

Seung Ho’s feelings of relative deprivation only grew when, in 2003, he began secretly

listening to foreign radio broadcasts from South Korea and the United States. Included
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among these were Voice of America and Radio Free Asia. Radio programs such as these
often broadcast programming aimed at North Koreans with the intention of penetrating
North Korean society with information about life outside of North Korea. Seung Ho was
shocked to learn his South Korean counterparts enjoy 24-hour access to hot water and
electricity. “This was unimaginable in North Korea,” he says, where hot water is not readily
available and electricity is on for only around two hours a day. “I thought, they are living
such a wonderful life over there but why is my life like this here?”

Deepening these feelings of relative deprivation was programming discussing wages
in South Korea. The monthly salary for professors in South Korea is between $4,000 -
$6,000. Seung Ho says learning this made him feel that “North korea is a very uninhabitable
place.” His father was also a professor in North Korea and though he “worked so hard from
morning to night to educate his students,” he wasn’t able to enjoy a beer at the end of the
day because there was no money for it. He was frustrated that blue-collar workers could
purchase 500 kilograms of rice with their monthly salary yet even with his prestigious
job, he could only afford 2 kilograms. “What really shocked me was the difference in the
amount of money earned and how that money contributed to a person’s living. North Korea
was far worse than South Korea. I kept comparing the two countries and realized that if
I cross the dividing line, the quality of life would be extremely different and 100 times
better.”

Foreign media such as radio broadcasts, television shows, and movies often expose
North Koreans to the stark economic differences between North Korea and other countries.
North Koreans are told they live in a socialist paradise with nothing to envy while people in
South Korea and elsewhere lead miserable existences. Those exposed to foreign media or
other information about the outside world quickly realize how much better people in South
Korea and elsewhere live. Such a realization can lead to feelings of relative deprivation and
a desire to pursue a better quality of life than what is available for them in North Korea.

Like Seung Ho, Kyouong Hee, a 33-year-old woman from Jagang Province, expressed
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her desire to leave started when she realized how much better South Koreans lived after
watching illicit South Korean drams. “Their clothes, style... were really fabulous!” she
exclaims, like it was something she had never seen before. She thought it was amazing
that the main characters could wear so many different outfits in one episode. She explains
that in North Korean dramas, the main characters wore only one or two outfits throughout.
This made her think South Korea was more developed and richer than North Korea. “The
clothes are telling me everything. That means they have real freedom,” she says.

Kyoung Hee was angry upon learning of the relative poverty the North Korean gov-
ernment kept her and the rest of North Korea’s citizens in. She considered herself a loyal
citizen of North Korea who always tried to follow the regime’s “ridiculous laws.” She
talks of the mobilization campaigns involving compulsory labor from people to work on
state projects such as building schools, highways dedicated to the Kim family, irrigation
canals, or other forms of hard labor without compensation. She thought it odd that charac-
ters in South Korean dramas could survive off of the salaries from their work. “This was
really unfamiliar to me.” She elaborates and explains that there is no compensation for the
mobilization campaigns nor is there compensation for working extra hours. “There is no
overtime pay, just a flat payment regardless if the government mandates you work extra
hours.” She ultimately decided she did not want to live in a country with such a system and
conditions that reinforce poverty.

Others learned of South Korea’s relative wealth through friends and contacts abroad.
Mi Young, for example, heard she could earn a lot of money and even “drive a Benz car”
in South Korea. She covers her face in slight embarrassment when she says this. “I just
wanted electricity,” she laughs. Mi Young goes on to say that if she could have received a
regular salary and secured basic necessities such as food, then she is not sure she would
have escaped. Yong Jin, a 26-year-old man from Chongjin, said his family also left North
Korea in hopes of raising their socioeconomic ceiling in the South. They were not poor -

in fact, his father was a member of the Korean Workers’ Party and a successful fisherman.
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His mother also successfully smuggled clothes between North Korea and China. Through
her business ties in China, she learned there was more potential for earning money in South
Korea as well as her children having access to better schools there. He compares it to being
rich in Mexico versus being rich in the United States, implying greater earning potential in
South Korea was a significant pull factor for his family to defect.

Ji Won'’s story is rather compelling and provides further evidence that exposure to for-
eign information can trigger feelings of relative economic deprivation. Though her sense of
relative deprivation intersects many contexts, I will focus here on what triggered her feel-
ings of economic deprivation. What’s unique about Ji Won is that she has perhaps the high-
est songbun of all the people interviewed for this research. Her maternal great-grandfather
worked with Kim Il Sung to resist Japanese occupation. He was head of the Gangwon
Province branch of the Youth Alliance Against Imperialism, an organization Kim Il Sung
is credited with forming. Her great-grandfather acted as a courier passing along informa-
tion to key personnel, provided food and accommodation to guerillas fighting under Kim
Il Sung, and opened his home as a hideout for local independence fighters. The Japanese
eventually arrested and interrogated him for several months. He passed away shortly after
being released from custody.

Because Ji Won’s great-grandfather died resisting Japanese occupation, her family was
bestowed with one of the highest levels of songbun within the core class. Her grandmother
was brought to Pyongyang where she attended Mangyongdae Revolution Academy, an
institution built to “develop the core group of the most important North Korean executives”
which still functions today. Ji Won was the only individual I interviewed from Pyongyang
which is not surprising given that residence in Pyongyang is reserved for only the most
privileged class in North Korea and most people who defect from North Korea come from
a lower songbun.

Ji Won trained as a chef and was offered a job in Malta with the Koryo Simchong

Company. Because North Korea is desperate for hard cash, it often dispatches groups of
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workers abroad. In the past, North Korea has sent people to Russia working as loggers,
China as restaurant workers, and Equatorial Guinea as IT workers. Ji Won was sent to
Malta to work in a sewing factory with 40 other North Korean women.® She was promised
a monthly salary between 400-500 Euros, which she says can support a family of four in
North Korea for up to a year.

Ji Won never received a monthly wage higher than 150 Euros. The factory owner in
Malta paid the group representative who then reported the earnings to an executive in North
Korea. The executive would then decide how much earnings to disburse before taking the
state’s cut. Ji Won would later learn she never received more than 10% of her actual earn-
ings. She says due to the cost of living, she could not afford food and clothes with what she
was earning. Though restricted from interacting with non-North Koreans, migrant workers
from China and Vietnam lived in the same dormitory. She soon realized only the North
Korean workers received such paltry wages. This, along with feeling deprived of other
privileges, which I will discuss later, made her think to herself “Why am I born as a human
being and living like this?” She felt it was “ridiculous” and “unfair” that she must strug-
gle economically for no reason other than being North Korean. “Ultimately,” she says, “I
decided to escape in the hopes of living life like an actual human being.”

Perhaps “relative deprivation” is not the correct phrase to use in analyzing these motiva-
tions to flee. Though the individuals discussed above were seeking to live as well as those
in China or South Korea, there is more nuance to their circumstances beyond economic
envy. It is not just that they wanted to improve their economic situations, it is that their
economic situations were determined by the politics of their ancestors, perceived or other-
wise. Beyond that, they had no opportunity to better their situation for the same reasons.
Songbun creates unequal lives. Hard work is not rewarded in North Korea - the political
loyalty of your ancestors is. The idea of a more prosperous well-being and the ability to

pursue economic interests without interference from the government prompts many to flee.

6Ji Won states that while anyone can apply to be part of a work team sent abroad, songbun plays a heavy
factor in the selection process.
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Feelings of relative deprivation in this context expand upon the ideas first introduced by
Stark (1984), who suggested individuals will migrate in settings of high income inequality
due to feelings of relative deprivation with respect to their neighbors and local community.
While relative deprivation within the work setting played a contributing factor for Dong
Hyu and Ji Won, it was relative deprivation with respect to their ethnic kin in South Korea
that motivated Seung Ho, Kyoung Hee, Mi, Young, Yong Jin, and their families to depart
North Korea. The revelation that a nation full of Korean-speaking people lived in greater
comfort and prosperity without restrictions on economic potential downgraded their evalu-
ations of their own economic well-being and ultimately motivated them to flee. For Ji Won,
her feelings of relative deprivation were stacked against two reference groups: the local
Maltese whom she could clearly see enjoyed higher standards of living, and other migrant
workers who received higher salaries. Thus, for these people, occupational limitations, ceil-
ings on wealth, and the ensuing expectations of relative and realized poverty played a large

role in their decision to flee.

4.4.4 Let them eat two meals a day
Chronic food insecurity is another grim reality for many North Koreans of lower songbun
castes. Food rations are traditionally distributed through an individual’s workplace. People
receive rations based on the number of days in the month they work. Missing a day of
work - even if an individual is ill or injured - results in reduced rations. For the longest
time, even if a living wage was unattainable through one’s work place, people would still
go to work so that they could receive their monthly rations. Following famine in the 1990s,
however, rations grew smaller and smaller until eventually there was nothing to distribute at
all. People started seeking alternative measures of finding food such as growing vegetables
in kitchen gardens or foraging for grass and edible roots in the mountains and countrysides.
The famine even hit Pyongyang where citizens are supposed to be insulated from the

worst of the Kim regime’s policies. Though Pyongyang is reserved for the most loyal of
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supporters who typically receive not only higher quantities of food but higher quality as
well, residents only received partial rations by the time the Arduous March was at its height
in 1998 (Lankov, 2013). Ji Won remembers this vividly, saying that before the Arduous
March there were no concerns about food insecurity and she could even eat meat and fish
whenever she wanted. To give an idea of how luxurious of a lifestyle this is by North
Korean standards, most other interviewees stated they either never had access to meat or
only received meat on special holidays such Kim Il Sung’s or Kim Jong II’s birthdays.
Those that did have occasional access to seafood were ones who lived closer to the coast.
When the famine reached Pyongyang, however, Ji Won recalls only having radishes or
cabbage and sometimes potatoes and corn to eat.

Min Jeong, a 36-year-old woman from Eundeok, North Korea, notes that while most
North Koreans did not have enough food during the famine and subsequent food shortages
of the 1990s, it was more common for people from lower classes to not have enough food.
Those in the middle or upper songbun classes received more assistance from the State than
those in the lower songbun classes. She says that as food became scarce, qualifications be-
gan popping up to be able to buy food in state-run stores at set prices. People without proof
of having paid Party fees or individuals with reported work absences were unable to receive
rations.” Requiring documentation of having paid Party dues essentially restricted rations
to those positioned on the higher rungs of North Korea’s songbun system. As only those
deemed most loyal to the Kim family were eligible to join the Party, requiring payment of
Party dues as a qualification to eat prohibits access to food for those perceived as politically
unreliable.

Tying rations to workplace attendance also made access to food a function of political
loyalty. Min Jeong shares that her family received their rations from the munitions factory
her father worked at. The factory manager, who had a high songbun, was charged with

distributing the corn rations to the factory workers. Min Jeong says the food rations are

"Min Jeong reports another demerit on qualifying for rations was having a relative who had defected to
South Korea.
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supposed to be distributed evenly among the workers, but in reality they are distributed
based on a worker’s songbun. “If your songbun is higher, you have more chances to get
more food from the workplace,” she explains. She recalls one episode where around 10 of
her father’s coworkers received no rations at all because they had missed a few days of
work that month seeking alternative means of sustenance. After the famine, many in the
lower classes had no incentive to go to work as there was no food to be distributed. People
instead would would go to the market or scavenge for roots and firewood in the mountains.
Yet, by being absent from their state-mandated job, they were further penalized by being
disallowed shopping privileges in state grocery stores. Thus, as the state took measures to
economically favor those considered more politically reliable, it did so at the expense of
those considered less so.

People not only abandoned their jobs as food shortages grew, but children would skip
school in hopes of finding something to eat on the streets or in the market. Ji Hye claims
that she went to school at most 2-3 days a year when she was in elementary school for
this reason. Jun Ho, too, described his elementary classrooms over 50% empty due to a
lack of food. These days were spent foraging for food or items to barter for food. Children
would support their families by scavenging for firewood, picking wild grass, and even by
collecting human waste. Ji Hye explains that the fertilizer shortage was so severe that during
the winter she would gather human waste to supplement the lack of compost for farms.

Many of those interviewed for this research stated that their strongest motivation for
leaving North Korea was to escape food insecurity. Though food shortages affected all to
varying degrees, those forced to flee due to hunger come from the lowest songbun. This
includes farmers such as Su Kyeong who describes farmers as peasants. “It’s ironic,” she
laughs, “I think North Korea is the only country where farmers lack food... Farmers are
the most starved.” Su Kyeong explains that in North Korea, all land is owned by the state
which sets a quota for agricultural production each year. Due to a lack of fertilizer, however,

farmers are often unable to reach their state-mandated quotas. She also mentions that the
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state confiscates between 90-99% of harvests leaving little to be rationed to farm workers.
“Every year, food... there is just not enough food,” shes says with a hint of defeat in her
voice.

“The main reason that I left North Korea was I was hungry,” says Yoon Gi. His mother
went to China when he was young because she was unable to feed her family in North
Korea. Yoon Gi says that if his mother had not gone to China, there was nothing she could
do to take care of her family. Though crossing into China is risky and can end in death,
Yoon Gi figured at the very least he would not have to worry about food. Tae Young also
cites starvation as his primary motivation. “I was starving,” he says, ”’I was hungry every
day. Like Yoon Gi, his mother had also left for China a few years prior. She lived there for
3 years before being caught by the police and forcibly repatriated to North Korea where
she spent 3 months in a labor camp.

Min Jeong, too, left North Korea for China with her family. She describes her food
situation as so desperate that one day her mother came home from work and found the
apartment empty. Her father had taken everything they owned in the hopes of trading it
for food. This was not uncommon during the height of the food crisis in North Korea.
Lankov (2013) writes that many North Korean families bartered household items with some
even trading their homes for food (Demick, 2010). Min Jeong’s father passed away from
pleurisy, a disease related to malnutrition. Because there was never enough food, this simple
disease was fatal for him.

Following her father’s death, Min Jeong lived on the streets with her mother and sister
for nearly a year. They stole corn from the fields and scavenged wood from the mountains
to sell in the market. When winter came, however, there was nothing to steal and scaveng-
ing became increasingly difficult. Her mother decided they should try their luck in China,
saying “It’s the same to die here or die crossing the Tumen River.” Min Jeong says of her
and her family’s decision to flee North Korea: “escaping was the only way to survive.”

China is an attractive option for many hungry or out-or-work North Koreans living near
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the Chinese-North Korean border. Power shortages throughout North Korea leave the north-
ern part of the Peninsula without electricity for long stretches, even at night. Bo Kyoung
talks of using candles and flashlights to see at night and says at times her family would
siphon electricity from the train station across from her house. Across the river in China,
however, refugees and defectors describe brightly lit cities, even at night time. This was
indicative to them that China is more prosperous than North Korea.

Many of the interviewees spoke of the vast differences in food quality between China
and North Korea. North Korean noodles, for example, were often made of corn or other
fillers ground into a fine powder and would turn to mush and disintegrate when boiled.
Chinese noodles, however, would hold up and were much more edible.® Bo Kyoung de-
scribes the first time she went to a Chinese market and being floored by the variety of foods
and seasonings. “The seasoning smelled sssooooo strong!” she exclaims, recalling her first
encounter with cumin and black pepper corns. Tae Young recalls the abundance of rice and
eggs. Food supplies were so spartan in North Korea, however, that the first time he ate a
fried egg, the oil gave him in upset stomach. His body was not accustomed to digesting any
type of oil or fat as these luxuries were typically reserved to people with a higher songbun.

Though food may be abundant in China relative to the food insecurity faced by many
North Koreans, crossing into China is neither easy nor safe. China does not consider any
North Korean on Chinese soil to be legitimate refugees and forcibly repatriates those found
to have entered China without proper documentation. Exiting the state is also considered
a political offense in North Korea and those repatriated face severe consequences. Both
Tae Young and Min Jeong share disturbing stories of the physical torture and abuse they
endured while being interrogated about their activities in China.” Tae Young was too young
to be sent to a labor camp so the authorities placed him in a juvenile detention center. Even

though he was a minor, he was unable to go to school in this facility and was forced to

8Interview with “Tae Young.”
9Tae Young was caught trying to reenter North Korea and Min Jeong and her family were caught by
Chinese police.
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work on farms and scavenge for firewood. He says he escaped back to China after 1-2
weeks again due to a lack of food. Min Jeong spent 2 months in a political reeducation
camp and says the only food available was “pig feed.” Her meals consisted of corn mixed
with sand, half of which was rotten. The nutritional value of the food they were provided
was so poor that many in the camp collapsed, including her mother who was hiding the fact
that she was nursing.

Though food insecurity is prevalent throughout North Korea, it is those with a lower
songbun status who suffer the most. Hunger is “absolutely” related to songbun, says Yoon
Gi. “Most people suffered from hunger, usually people with low or poor songbun, he says,
adding “Most North Korean refugees have a poor songbun.” The data from this research
supports this notion. Among those interviewed, there is a clear correlation between their
songbun status and the type of food that was unavailable. Those with relatively higher
songbun said they were able to eat white rice almost every day but never had access to meat
or eggs. Those in the modal songbun lamented the lack of white rice that was available and
described how their meals were often a mixture of rice and corn. Those from the lowest
sonbung described their rations as corn kernels ground into powder, often supplemented
with grass or weeds. One interviewee told me she would gather clumps of 100-year-old
clay from the mountains to bake as cookies because it is believed in North Korea that clay
becomes edible once it is 100 years old.'® Another described to me how people in the
countryside would smoke out rat nests in order to take corn the rodent had collected and
stored for itself.!" Though economic mismanagement and natural disasters resulted in food
shortages for nearly all North Koreans, politics dictated the degree of hardship and reduced

those classified as disloyal to subhuman indignities in pursuit of caloric sustenance.

OInterview with “Ji Hye.”
"nterview with “Tae Young.”
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4.4.5 Another brick in the wall

Another tool the North Korean State uses to determine the fortunes on the basis of politi-
cal loyalty is the education system. Apart from playing a role in classroom attendance by
influencing the quality of nutritional intake as described above, songbun also factors into
where and for how long a person can go to school with members of the core class receiving
preferential treatment. Though limited access to education did motivate some interviewed
for this research to flee, it was not the primary determinant for most. This notwithstanding,
every person interviewed for this research mentioned education in some capacity. Whether
it be truancy due to hunger, the inability or ability to attend university due to their songbun,
the geographical restrictions placed on their choice of school, or the availability and oppor-
tunity to pursue an education in their field of choice in South Korea, the topic of education
in one form or another was a constant across interviews. '

I discussed above how hunger kept children out of school and will not explore that
reality too much further here. What also kept children out of school was the songbun of
their parents. Seung Ho explains, “When children go to school, they group themselves
based on their parents’ songbun and occupation.” Teachers also ask students if their parents
are members of the Korean Workers’ Party, a symbol of the State recognizing one’s loyalty
to the Kim regime.!? Students of higher songbun would bully students of lower songbun
and it was not uncommon for bullied students to stop coming to school, particularly when
they could not bring dues for school construction projects or celebrations of Kim Il Sung’s
and Kim Jong II’s birthdays.

More commonly, however, songbun determines whether a person can go to college and

where. As French notes, a person’s “songbun” is a “more reliable determinant of college

121t may be the case that those I interviewed expressed such an interest in education due to the nature of
how our interviews were arranged. Prior to focusing on public speaking, Freedom Speakers International was
known as “Teach North Korean Refugees,” or TNKR. At the time, TNKR was focused on teaching English
for North Korean refugees. Thus, the people I was able to interview for this research are individuals who may
already be predisposed to having an affinity for education as they opted into an educational program with an
NGO whose entire mission at the time was focused on education.

BInterview with “Kyoung Hee.”
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admission” than good grades with children of the KWP officials receiving preference in
admissions. Kyoung Hee states that students with a low songbun can receive good grades
but still not be eligible for admission to top universities. She claims that only around 20%
of students are eligible to sit for college entrance exams and of those, less than 5% are
eligible for admission into North Korea’s prestigious universities, which are typically those
named after a Kim family member. “If you do not have a good family background, you
cannot get in,” she explains. Similarly, Seung Ho says that family from the lower rungs of
the songbun ladder tell their children to not even think about going to college because they
are not from the right songbun.

Su Kyoung’s experience reflects a common reality for many individuals who have a
desire to further their education but are not a member of North Korea’s core class. “I wanted
to go to college,” she says. “That was my childhood dream; I wanted to graduate college
and become a teacher. It was a simple dream, but growing up I realized I couldn’t simply
by being a good student.” She laughs at this and continues, “When I was little, I thought I
could achieve my dream through studying hard... But as I got older I realized that the North
Korean system doesn’t allow you to achieve things solely through hard work. You need to
be economically well-off and have a good songbun.”

Both Kyoung Hee and Seung Ho readily admit they were able to attend top universities
in North Korea due to their family’s songbun. Kyoung Hee’s great uncle was a guerilla
fighter under Kim Il Sung. “Because of my family background, I could enter a prestigious
university,” says Kyoung Hee, who attended Kim Jong Suk University, an institution named
after Kim Il Sung’s first wife and grandmother to North Korea’s current ruler, Kim Jong
Un. She was one of 24 in her freshman cohort and the only person from her high school
to enter university, speaking to how selective the admissions process was. Seung Ho shares
similar sentiments, saying “I was only able to attend Kim Il Sung University because my
family had a good songbun.” He adds that a person with a “bad songbun” cannot attend

Kim Il Sung University. He also mentions his friends who were unable to attend university
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at all due to their lowly songbun.

Even with an education from one of North Korea’s prestigious universities, however,
financial well-being is not a guarantee. Along with her feelings of relative deprivation after
discovering the economic prosperity of South Korea, Kyoung Hee says she also had con-
cerns that her salary as an elementary school teacher would not be enough to live on after
she graduated. She feared future poverty and felt that if she could graduate from a univer-
sity in South Korea, she would “have more chances to live.” Yong Jin, whose father was a
member of the Korean Workers’ Party, was accepted for admission in Geumseong Middle
School in Pyongyang. He says graduation from this middle school would have put him on
the fast track for enrollment in Kim Il Sung University. Yet, there were still concerns in his
family about potential occupation limitations. When asked about his motivations for leav-
ing North Korea, the first thing he says is that his mother was concerned about the quality
of education available for him and his sister. In other words, part of the reason for him and
his family leaving North Korea was so that he and his sister could have access to better
education and, in turn, greater vocational choices.

Though access to education may not be the central reason motivating most people to
flee from North Korea, it does factor into the decision-making process and tends to present
itself as a pro for leaving. Interestingly enough, the opportunity to freely pursue education
played a big role for those who spent time in China. Work opportunities are limited for
North Koreans in China because China does not recognize North Koreans as legitimate
refugees. Consequently, North Korean defectors on Chinese soil are unable to take advan-
tage of Chinese welfare programs. Moon Ju, a 30-year-old woman from Hyesan, saw her
dreams of going to college in North Korea dashed when the 2009 currency reform wiped
out her family’s savings. After spending 8 months working in a ginseng factory in China,
she decided to defect to South Korea with the hopes of going to school to be a nurse (and is
six months away from graduating nursing school in Seoul at the time of this writing). Re-

latedly, Bo Kyoung’s mother feared arrest and repatriation while they were living in China.
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She had Bo Kyoung leave first while she stayed and made money to pay off her debts from
defecting. Instead of defecting to South Korea, however, Bo Kyoung’s mother instructed
her to defect to the United States so she could receive a better education. Thus, in the North
Korean context, access to education can play a considerable role for those who choose to

defect - particularly those who choose not to stay in China.

4.4.6 First, do no harm

Proper healthcare is another commodity out of reach for many North Koreans. Like em-
ployment, food, and education, the North Korean State also rations health care on the basis
of songbun. Divergent access to medical care contributes to the food shortages many North
Koreans face; as rations are tied to days present at work, those unable to see a doctor ulti-
mately receive less food. It is difficult to disentangle the impact of both hunger and medical
deficiencies on the decision to flee as both are elements of malnutrition, a common anxiety
cited by interviewees when discussing motivations for flight and worries for people still
living in North Korea. While the argument can be made that malnutrition is a symptom of
both chronic hunger and a lack of medical care, I discuss it here only in the context of the
lived experiences of interview participants as it relates to their interaction with the North
Korean healthcare system.

Interviewees describe health care in North Korea as bimodal. Dong Hyu, the doctor
from Chongjin, speaks at length of the disparities between health care available to the
privileged elite and that which is available to the ordinary citizenry. “All the equipment,
resources, talent... everything was focused on the privileged so that they [could receive]
special care, whereas the regular citizens were neglected,” he says. He goes on to speak of
hospitals in Pyongyang reserved exclusively for the core class, stating that these hospitals
»15

are inaccessible for regular citizens.!# He also mentions the “Department of Treatment

where the privileged class have access to all sorts of medication. He explains that “regular

4These hospitals are Bonghwa Hospital (£ 2]), Eo-eun Hospital (©]-2¥), and Namsan Hospital
(A ).
15212 3}, in Korean.
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citizens don’t have access to such a department. They go to an ordinary medical depart-
ment [which] is a problem because, well, there simply is no medication available. So the
vast majority of regular citizens have to buy medication prescribed by the doctor at a mar-
ketplace.”

The lack of treatment and medicine available to ordinary North Koreans was a com-
mon frustration amongst those who mentioned medical hardships. Min Seok, a 22-year-old
man from Hwanghae Province, states that North Korea’s medical system was probably the
“second biggest reason” as to why he became disillusioned with North Korea. Min Seok
explains, “It is often advertised in North Korea that its citizens do not get sick, and even
if they do, they have access to free healthcare. They say this but my father faced a reality
that was totally different from what was said, and without knowing what disease he had,
he passed away.” His father was ill for several years and because his family was poor, was
never able to receive treatment in a hospital or even receive a proper diagnosis. Min Seok
says that due to his family’s poor financial situation, his father was only ever able to see a
“novice doctor” who was unable to identify what ailed him.

When asked why his family did not try to go to a different hospital, Min Seok explains
that there no other hospitals in the area. The lack of adequate medical facilities is a common
experience for North Koreans living outside of major cities such as Pyongyang. A lack of
money and hospitals are the reasons Min Seok gives for his father not being able to receive
the medical care he needed. Jun Ho reflects this assessment, adding that rural areas typically
only have a clinic but the lack of regular transportation makes it so that people cannot even
visit a clinic when they are ill.

Eun Mi, a 39-year-old woman from Onsong, North Korea, experienced similar limita-
tions in accessing health care. Her assessment of North Korea’s free health care is that it
is “meaningless.” She discusses having to buy medication from the black market, as men-
tioned above by Dong Hyu. Both she and Bo Kyoung describe having to give themselves

injections due to the inaccessibility of medical professionals for ordinary North Koreans.
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Even if North Koreans outside of the core class manage to receive a proper diagnosis
along with a prescription from a doctor, there is no guarantee that the medicine they need
will be available in the markets. This was the case for Kyu Ri, a 41-year-old woman from
Nampo, North Korea who suffers from a peculiar heart disease that causes the vessels in
her heart to narrow. Kyu Ri describes her songbun as “below the middle class” and though
Pyongyang is just north of Nampo and accessible by train, imports of the medicine she
needed were blocked by the state. Fortunately for Kyu Ri, she is half Chinese and had
family in China who could secure proper treatment for her. She is now living in South
Korea and uses a medicine imported from Germany to treat her condition. For Kyu Ri, it
was the lack of access to medical care for her condition that ultimately prompted her to
flee.

The inaccessibility of health care for the North Korean masses has downstream effects
regarding food as well. As briefly mentioned above, monthly rations, when distributed,
are determined by the number of days a person is present at work. Su Kyoung, whose
family were farmers in Hoeryong, says that food would still be withheld even if a person
was visibly ill. “If you were hurt then you needed documentation from the hospital like a
written diagnosis,” she explains. She goes on to tell me of a time her father was unable to
work because he was injured but because he was unable to pay for a diagnosis, his rations
were withheld. This can be crippling for individuals already facing extreme food insecurity
as chronic hunger weakens the body’s ability to fight off infections and diseases related to
malnutrition such as typhoid and tuberculosis (Demick, 2010). Hunger-related illnesses are
well documented in North Korea and unequal access to food and medicine work to reinforce
the impoverishing effects of the other in North Korea. Food shortages mean people are more
susceptible to disease. A lack of quality medical care can keep people out of work which
only exacerbates issues related to malnutrition as food is distributed through the work place.
Deprivation of either can force people to leave for the sake of survival. When asked what

the biggest difference between her life in North Korea versus her life in South Korea, Kyu
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Ri’s answer is succinct but solemn: “The fact that I can survive.”

4.4.7 Money talks

The socioeconomic struggles North Koreans face are by design. By restricting access to
fundamental necessities including employment, food, education, and medicine to a small
circle of individuals on the basis of perceived political loyalty, the North Korean State
slowly but systematically impoverishes the rest of society into subservience. In addition to
restricting access to fundamental socioeconomic rights to the most ardently loyal supporters
of the Kim regime, North Korea takes more direct measures to forcibly impoverish those
considered disloyal. Most visible among these efforts is the 2009 currency reform which
destroyed the wealth and savings of many.

North Korea’s Public Distribution System collapsed in the wake of famine during the
1990s. The North Korean people survived the famine by “rediscovering capitalism” (Lankov,
2013). Farmers began growing illicit plots and more urban populations bartered and traded
in informal markets to survive (French, 2005; Oh and Hassig, 2000). As most people in
North Korea depended on public rations for food, the alternative to entrepreneurial activi-
ties was death by starvation. This was particularly true for those outside of the core class
whom the Kim regime did not consider politically important enough to insulate from the
extreme food insecurities. In fact, the generation of North Koreans who came of age during
and after the Arduous March engaged in such vibrant underground economies that their
cohort moniker is the Jangmadang, or Black Market, Generation. These are individuals
who “made a bottom-up system to survive,” with smuggling operations fueling the bulk of
black market enterprise.

The underground economy that emerged in the 1990s is the reason many people survive
North Korea’s tumultuous economic conditions. As a result, songbun and demonstrating
loyalty to the regime has become less of a priority for younger North Koreans. Eun Mi

describes a general disillusionment people with a lower songbun from her generation have
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with climbing the social ladder in North Korea. “My generation focused on earning money,”
she says, explaining that survival trumped pleasing the political elite. “People seek to find
ways to generate revenue for themselves, even through illegal ways. [My generation] didn’t
try to become a Party member or pursue a high social status.”

Hye Mi, a 31-year-old woman from Chongjin, also emphasizes reliance on black mar-
kets for Millennial North Koreans. “We had to wait to die when rations stopped... [but] peo-
ple know how to survive because of jangmadang,” she says. Hye Mi and others describe
the multitude of entrepreneurial activities that emerged in North Korea’s black markets.
Some smuggled clothes, some hawked tofu, others sold counterfeit DVDs from China and
South Korea. Hye Mi peddled bootlegged moonshine she made in secret. She laughs at this
admission bashfully but with obvious pride, and with good reason - her generation birthed a
nascent middle class beyond the purview of North Korea’s carefully crafted songbun strata.

Apart from smuggling in commodities, many people also went to China to work and
send money to their family in North Korea. “Leaving North Korea was not just for myself
but also for my family, to earn money for them,” says Su Kyoung. Many interviewees stated
that a parent or other relative left North Korea first, years before they did, and would often
send money or items of material comfort. This helped many survive. Kyu Ri mentions she
was never able to buy clothes for herself in North Korea but because she had an aunt in
China who sent her clothes and other necessities, she was relatively more well-off than
other people in her neighborhood. In fact, in the first decade of the 2000s, families of
defectors were often the richest in their neighborhood (Demick, 2010).

On November 30, 2009, North Korea launched a surprise currency reform ostensibly
aimed at battling inflation. Old banknotes were to be taken out of circulation with new notes
devalued by a factor of 100. People were given less than a week to exchange a maximum
of 100,000 won (approximately $40 dollars) for new banknotes. By placing a cap on the
amount of notes an individual could exchange, these measures effectively wiped out the

fledgling middle class that had emerged in post-famine North Korea. This was an act that

125



punished independent entrepreneurs by confiscating the wealth and savings individuals had
accumulated outside of officially sanctioned economic activities.

Further, the 2009 currency reform was designed to reward those who remained loyal to
the Party and Kim regime by not becoming “shameless anti-Socialist profiteers” (Lankov,
2013). All those employed by state-owned enterprises were to receive the same amount
in wages of the new currency as they did the old currency (Lankov, 2013; Lim, 2010).
This further punished those engaged in black market activities as the resulting avalanche of
inflation reduced the value of their holdings to next to nothing given the limitations placed
on the amount of currency they could exchange.

Lankov (2013) describes the 2009 currency reform and its aftermath as moves intended
to “destroy” the markets as they allowed ordinary North Koreans an alternative to depen-
dency on the state for survival. North Korean authorities seemingly confirm this notion. In
an interview with the Associated Press, Ri Ki Song of North Korea’s Academy of Social
Sciences stated that “Markets will be removed in the future, by reducing their numbers
step-by-step, while continuously expanding the planned supply through state-run commer-
cial networks.”16

The corresponding crackdown on markets severely inhibited people’s ability to earn
money and make ends meet. Jun Ho says his family survived the famine because his mother
opened a bakery. While the bakery was successful, his mother and brother elected to flee
given the precarious and “unpredictable” economic situation. Jun Ho emphasizes that “pri-
vate business is illegal” in North Korea, meaning “business success is not permanent.” He
angrily states that his family had to leave because they were “not allowed to make money
to survive.”

Moon Ju was preparing to go to college to be a nurse when the 2009 currency reforms
were carried out. When asked about her motivations for leaving North Korea, she says

“My biggest problem was that my family was impoverished... First of all, my family was

16<North Korean prof says private markets must go,” Korea JoongAng Daily, April 3, 2010, accessed April
25, 2022, https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/article.aspx?aid=2918717.
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one of the biggest victims from the currency reform. Second, I needed money so I had to
go to China. Third, I couldn’t earn money while working so there was no choice but to
defect.” She goes on to discuss how she and her family could not afford to eat given the
impoverishment thrust upon them by the North Korean State.

Moon Ju estimates that her family lost about 80% of their wealth due to the currency re-
form. “People had no choice but to throw away their wealth that they had saved,” she says.
She describes the currency reform as one of many hardships, but ultimately the one that
broke the camel’s back for many in North Korea, particularly women as women increas-
ingly became the sole source of income for their families following the Arduous March and
the collapse of the Public Distribution System. Like many others, this prompted her to flee
in hopes of securing greater financial security.

North Korea also inflicts physical punishments on those unable to meet their financial
obligations to the state. Bo Ram, a 54-year-old woman from Chongjin, describes a type of
tax that she calls “loyalty money” that each family was required to pay to the government
once a year. After the Arduous March, many were unable to pay this levy. She explains
how even her younger brother who was serving in the military was also required to pay
loyalty money. His unit, however, was unable to generate sufficient revenues and, fearing
for his life, he fled. Bo Ram describes how the military came to her home searching for
her brother after he went AWOL and left him bruised and bloody once they found him. Bo
Ram tells me that others who were unable to pay their loyalty money faced political prison
and sometimes were even executed.

By disproportionately targeting individuals with economic punishment, North Korea
places individuals in such precarious economic circumstances that threaten their ability to
live. The 2009 currency reform was designed to intentionally confiscate the wealth and
savings of those operating outside of North Korea’s planned economy while rewarding
those legally employed within it. By limiting market activities outside of the purview of the

state, North Korean authorities seek to enhance dependency on the regime. This enables
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the state to distribute economic rewards on the basis of political value to the regime and
disregard the economic needs of the masses. By cracking down on markets and destroying
the wealth those outside of the political elite had accumulated, North Korean authorities
crippled the ability of individuals from lower songbun orders to survive. Those unable to
meet their tax obligations as well face threats to their physical security with punishments
up to and including death. Straight from the mouths of individuals who fled North Korea,

poverty forces people to flee, particularly poverty resulting from economic persecution.

4.5 Discussion

The poverty manufactured by North Korea’s economic policies selectively targeting indi-
vidual’s on the basis of their songbun undoubtedly motivates people to leave who otherwise
would not have done so. This is evidenced by a number of statements made by participants
throughout their interviews, revealing how economic persecution can both differentially
effect everyone yet still encourage both the rich and the poor to flee. For those of the lower
classes of songbun, their stated motivations were heavily comrpised of economic traumas
inflicted upon them by the North Korean state on the basis of their perceived political orien-
tation. For the more well off, however, motivations included a sense of relative deprivation
not only economically, but also socially as well.

Most everyone in North Korea experiences economic limitations and this is no different
for those interviewed for this research. Yet, not all economic limitations are created equally.
For those already poor, economic persecution directly threatened their ability to live. Indi-
viduals from impoverished circumstances firmly believed they would no longer be alive or,
at best, would be living miserably had they not fled. Kyu Ri, who cracked jokes throughout
the entirety of our interview, soberly said there was no way she could have survived. Min
Jeong gasps when asked how she imagines her life would be like if she had not fled, saying
emphatically “I would not be in this world already if I was there.” Others describe similar

fears, citing concerns over hunger and being able to earn enough money to live
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Vehicles designed to deliver economic persecution to the hostile and wavering classes
can adversely impact those assigned a higher songbun as well. Policies of economic per-
secution can decrease the quality of life not only by limiting potential earnings, but also
through restrictions on fashion and love. Though bikinis, mini skirts, bob cuts, facial hair,
and interracial couples may seem commonplace in most other societies, the totality of con-
trol the North Korean State possess over a person’s life can create feelings of deprivation
even for those who consider themselves economically well off. In other words, economic
persecution can target the non-poor as well, which further expands my argument presented
throughout this dissertation.

Of further interest is that in addition to realized or expected poverty influencing per-
sonal decisions to flee, the power of money can work to keep North Koreans in place as
well. In addition to questions about their motivations to leave North Korea, I also asked
what motivates people to stay. While answers varied and included “fear,” “brainwashing,”
“restrictions on mobility,” COVID-19, and explanations of how risky it is not only to the in-
dividual attempting to escape but also to an individual’s family given North Korea’s three-
generations guilty-by-association laws, many responses spoke to a bifurcated monetary
incentive along songbun lines.

I also asked what would motivate respondents to return to North Korea. While answers
were never simple and involved a variety of hypothetical changes, improvements in general
economic prosperity was a heavily featured condition for one to consider a sojourn back to
North Korea. Below, I discuss responses to these questions as well as how being deprived

of feeling natural human emotions influences decisions to flee.

4.5.1 Should I stay or should I go?
For those in the upper echelons of the core class, there is rarely an economic need to de-
fect as the regime provides them with material comfort and other incentives to maintain

the status quo. “Some people don’t have to escape because their economic situation is fine.
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Their family background is high so they don’t have to escape,” explains Jun Ho. Seung
Ho says, “these people are the rich and powerful in North Korea,” adding that executives
and high-ranking officials in North Korea already enjoy a stable life. Similarly, Tae Young
answers that “some people have a good songbun and are able to live comfortably in North
Korea... for them, there is no reason to escape,” emphasizing they are able to “live, earn
money, and have enough food.” Eun Mi concurs, elaborating that those in the core class
“are guaranteed to live a safe life in North Korea. People in that class would stay and live
there. They wouldn’t risk choosing to live a different life.” Even though they may subjected
to the same restrictions with regards to freedom of speech, political thought, or consump-
tion, those from families with a demonstrated generational loyalty to the Kim regime - the
highest of the highest songbun class - for the most part have little or no material incentive
to seek life elsewhere as the regime continues to coopt their loyalty through preferential
treatment. In the words of Yoon Gi, “If your life is good, if your songbun is good, you are
less likely to leave North Korea.”

For those outside of North Korea’s core class who may consider defecting but choose to
stay, money plays a role as well. While having a relative abroad or being related to someone
who has defected can leave a black mark on one’s songbun status, there are material benefits
as these relatives are able to smuggle clothes, food, money, and other comfort items to their
families in North Korea via brokers and other intermediaries. As mentioned above, fami-
lies of defectors, though ranking low on the songbun totem pole, were amongst the more
financially stable households in their neighborhoods thanks to remittances sent from their
defecting relatives. Tae Young says these people, though socioeconomically disadvantaged,
are able to better survive due to these remittances.

Seung Ho juxtaposes the differences in costs of living between North and South Korea

to emphasize this point:

Everything is cheap in North Korea. When you send $1,000 from South Korea,

your family can live for 3 months in North Korea with that kind of money.
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Prices are cheap so with around $1,000 sustaining your life for 3 months is
possible. So some families in North Korea, even though they are asked to come
to South Korea, they refuse and just ask their family members [in South Korea]

to send them money.

Seung Ho estimates that more than half of the 35,000+ North Korean defectors currently
living in South Korea send money to their relatives still living in North Korea every year.
By doing so, they neutralize poverty as a motivating factor to flee. In fact, financial stability
acts as such an anchoring force for North Koreans that Mi Young says “If I can get money
in North Korea when I work, I don’t know if I escape to South Korea or not. I'm not sure”
(sic). She also regularly sends money to her family in North Korea to support them.

The notion that stable economic livelihoods motivate people to stay is further supported
by responses some gave involving a hypothetically affluent North Korea. For instance,
Moon Ju says that “if North Korea was a prosperous country, I wonder if many North
Koreans would have come to South Korea or leave to other countries.” In her mind, poverty
is at the forefront of reasons for flight. Similarly, Su Kyoung states “if North Korea’s econ-
omy operates similarly to China, and becomes a country where its citizens are able to do
whatever they want, I don’t see a reason why people would leave.” Those interviewed are
well aware of the political limitations in China relative to democratic nations, yet some feel
as though far fewer people would flee if there were greater economic opportunities for the
masses.

When asked what would motivate more people to flee, the major theme that emerged
was information about the outside world. Many of those interviewed believe that exposure
to the relative wealth and prosperity countries like South Korea, China, and the United
States enjoy would prompt more to flee. Foreign media is tightly controlled in North Korea.
“No one knows about how about how people in other countries live or about life in South
Korea because North Korea blocks the inflow of any outside information,” says Seung Ho,

who fled after listening to foreign radio broadcasts for several years and learning about
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the major differences in people’s economic lives under capitalism and democracy. “North
Koreans are only allowed to watch North Korean TV and listen to North Korean radio. The
internet is not even available in North Korea,” he adds, explaining that North Koreans are
vastly unaware of how life is like in advanced and developed countries such as South Korea
or the United States.

Many others echo the sentiment that information about the outside world would en-
courage many to try to defect. Yong Jin, for example, says “people don’t escape because
they aren’t exposed to the Western world.” Both Min Jeong and Kyoung Hee agree that
exposure to foreign films and South Korean dramas would motivate people to flee not only
because such multimedia reveal the degree of freedom with respect to fashion and dating
unavailable in North Korea, but also because North Korean people who consume such me-
dia can see for themselves the start contrast in development between North Korea and the
rest of the world. Kyoung Hee is convinced even political elites would defect if they had

access to foreign books.

4.5.2 No place like home?
I also asked respondents what would motivate them to return to North Korea. Many unsur-
prisingly answered they either have no desire to return or would only want to return in the
event of Korean unification, if North Korea democratizes, or the Kim regime falls. “I hope
the Kim dictatorship collapses as soon as possible,” says Jun Ho with a discernible amount
of anger in his tone. “I hope they disappear! Destroy the Kim dictatorship and then I want
to go to my country, my hometown and meet my friends” (sic). This visceral reaction is to
be expected coming from people whose lives and families have been heavily traumatized
by the North Korean State and ruling Kim family for the better part of seven decades.
Several claim they would entertain thoughts of returning if North Korea were to open
markets and become more prosperous. Min Seok believes internet access and freedom of

movement would naturally push North Korea towards an open economy. Bo Kyoung hints
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that North Korea’s poverty is the reason she does not want to live there again. “North Korea
needs to be developed,” she says. “I like tall buildings and higher technologies” (sic). For
Tae Young and Kyu Ri, there is an emphasis on food and employment opportunities with
both saying they would consider returning if there was enough food for people to eat and
live well.

“I never thought about this, if North Korea changes,” says Mi Young. She considers
the question carefully and initially says she does not think she would return, even if North
Korea were to open markets. She backtracks after pondering over the idea for a few seconds,
speaking as if she is thinking out loud, saying that if North Korea did open markets and
allow trade, that this may motivate other changes. “Then maybe I will go,” she concludes.

A handful of those who would only consider returning to North Korea were markets to
open up state they would only want to visit. “If North Korea becomes open like China, I
want to go back to my hometown where my family and I used to live, but I don’t have the
desire to live there forever,” says Su Kyoung who describes her wish to visit as more of a
vacation than a relocation back to Hoeryong. While it is a longing to see her family that
drives her desire to return, it is conditional on economic reforms. Min Jeong more subtly
indicates an improvement in general economic fortunes in North Korea as a precondition,
saying she too would never want to live in Noroth Korea again but would like to visit her
father’s grave. She is worried, however, that she would be unable to find it because there
is no gravestone. She explains that it was made from wood but many people scavenged for
wood to either burn for warmth or sell in the market. She expresses concern that someone
in dire straits may have stolen it. The implication here is that the impoverishing conditions
the North Korean State has thrust upon its people has likely resulted in the destruction of a
pull factor that would motivate Min Jeong to return.

The desire to see loved ones cannot be overstated. “I’ve never wanted to return to North
Korea. That’s how much I hated [living there],” exclaims Eun Mi. She goes on to say

that if the political conditions changed so that defectors and their families were no longer
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punished, then she would return to visit her parents, but not permanently move back. Even
for the more politically minded refugees I interviewed, however, there is an element of
provision with regards to the types of poverty suffered by North Koreans. Seung Ho, for
example, says that if the Kim regime were to collapse, he would want to visit his friends

and bring them food and drinks.

4.5.3 What’s love got to do with it?

The freedom to feel human emotions and to love was also frequently mentioned by in-
terviewees when speaking of what the North Korean authorities deprived them of. This is
likely by design, as Eun Mi mentions between forced labor, compulsory political indoc-
trination sessions, and constant hunger, there was no luxury of thinking of anything else.
In her own words, “[If I had never left North Korea], everyday I would have been worried
about food and how to survive. Being so concerned about making ends meet, I would have

lived without any emotions, dreams, or hope.” She says of her life in North Korea:

Because I subconsciously wanted to protect myself, I continued on with my
life through suppressing [all my negative emotions and thoughts]. I lived like
that for 10 years. When I was in my 20s, I was able to watch a South Korean
drama. I remember being shocked while watching that drama. Everyone felt all
sorts of emotions; everything was so natural, so human, so beautiful. What I
realized then was that “I should live like that; that is a life everyone should live
- a life with feelings and emotions... What am I doing right now? Am I truly
living?” ... What I realized was that the life I was living in North Korea wasn’t
a true life. That became [my motivation to leave]... At the time when I left, |
felt like this... I could survive and reach South Korea but there’s also a chance
that I wouldn’t make it. But rather than staying and continuing to live a false
and wasteful life, I thought if I left I would at least have a chance to live the

life that I wanted... I thought wherever I go, I would have a better life. Even if
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I die on the way, living [in North Korea] is the same as being dead.

Though Eun Mi’s motivations for leaving involve a variety of factors such as poverty,
starvation, and information on life outside of North Korea, they also include the desire
to feel and experience human emotions. Min Jeong, too, speaks to being deprived of ex-
pressing shame as she describes in explicit detail being sexually assaulted by North Korean
authorities after Chinese authorities forcibly repatriated her and her family. “Shame is a
natural thing as a human being,” she says, but was told she was “human trash” for defect-
ing and thus undeserving of feeling, let alone expressing, shame. The desire to feel and
express natural human feelings may be grounds for future research into sources of forced
migration.

Forbidden love may be another avenue of future research for scholars to explore. Seung
Ho speaks of Yeva, a Slovakian girlfriend his father had when he was sent abroad to train
as a technocrat following the Korean War. His father’s colleagues in Slovakia had married
Slovakian women and his father wanted to marry Yeva. Upon returning to North Korea,
however, Kim Il Sung deported the foreign women. He says his father always carried a
picture of Yeva and would often recount how in other countries, there are no restrictions
on having interracial romantic relationships. Of his father’s tales from Slovakia, Seung Ho

says:

What made me sad while listening to him talk about his good memories was
that he enjoyed living in such a good world while studying abroad when he was
young, only to live the rest of his life [miserably] in Nort Korea. He thought
about his good life [in Slovakia] all the time and died pitifully. Seeing that situ-
ation made me realize that North Korean society takes away people’s freedom,

even freedom of love.

Deprivation of love was a sentiment Ji Won expressed as well when she was dispatched

to work in Malta. She recalls being shocked upon realizing there were no punishments
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associated with dating or marrying a foreign person. She explains that dating or marrying
a foreign person in North Korea is considered treason yet recognized she would be free to
do so if she lived in a foreign country. She says she “felt a sense of deprivation™ at this
revelation which contributed to her decision to escape from her post at the sewing factory.

Though threats to economic well-being played a heavy hand in motivating those in-
terviewed for this research to flee, there is discernable nuance to the different types of
economic threats people faced. For the hostile and wavering classes, economic persecution
resulted in the inability to eat or secure gainful employment to provide for themselves and
their families. Hunger and economic proscription is what largely drove them out. For the
rare few who were either financially secure or nominally living in the core class, feelings
of deprivation relative to the lives of others outside of North Korea ultimately pushed them
to flee. While their sense of deprivation largely stemmed from economic disparities, depri-
vations of human nature played a part as well. Taken together with the privileges enjoyed
by iiber elites, economic persecution not only has a differentiating influence on forced mi-
gration across a population, it can also have a differentiating influence on why those that

flee do so.

4.6 Limitations

Though the findings of this research are consistent with my broader theory promoted
throughout this dissertation, they cannot be generalized beyond the North Korean con-
text. The sample is not representative and comprises of individuals who have opted in on
three separate layers: those who opted to leave North Korea; those who opted to participate
in programming with Freedom Speakers International; and those who opted to be inter-
viewed. Qualitative interviewing methodology, however, is not intended to garner repre-
sentative samples (Allen, 2021; Blommaert and Dong, 2010). Moreover, these constraints
do not prevent me from making an inference into the causes of flight for the individuals

I interviewed. Further, by interviewing individuals across the spectrum of North Korea’s
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socially engineered songbun castes, I was able to demonstrate how lived experiences are
variable across and comparable within differing levels of songbun. Though results from
this chapter may not be generalizable, they do demonstrate a need for further research into
economic warfare and forced migration in other contexts. Thus, this chapter taken holisti-
cally with Chapters 2 and 3 provide a foundation for understanding how poverty relates to

forced migration.

4.7 Conclusion

In this chapter I have presented work exploring the heterogeneous effects of economic war-
fare on forced migration in the context of North Korea. While data limitations in previous
chapters prevent me from fully exploring this dynamic, the semi-structured interviews I
conducted with North Korean refugees and defectors served as a rich source of data en-
abling me to subject my theory of people fleeing poverty resulting from targeted economic
warfare to more rigorous falsification. Here, I provide a summary of my findings as well
as thoughts on avenues for future research regarding causes of forced migration beyond
immediate threats to physical security.

What is unique about poverty in North Korea is that it is entirely a product of Kim Il
Sung’s social engineering project that assigned each North Korean citizen a hierarchical
status on the basis of perceived political loyalty. Responses given in interviews indicate
socioeconomic ceilings severely limit the ability of the North Korean masses to survive.
By controlling the levers of economic distribution, North Korean authorities are able to
economically punish those at the bottom of the songbun totem pole by withholding em-
ployment opportunities, food, education, health care, and other socioeconomic essentials.

The decision to flee one’s home and abandon all that is known and familiar is never
easy nor simple. This is no different for North Koreans. Their motivations to flee are com-
plex and very few make the decision to leave without putting forth a painstaking amount of

thought. Though it would be myopic to say the least that the poverty from which the indi-
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viduals I spoke with fled was not a function of politics, the people I spoke with rarely fled
out of lofty political ideals.!” They fled hunger, homelessness, unemployment, and other
socioeconomic discriminations on the basis of their perceived loyalties to the North Korean
State.

This research has also illustrated the differentiating outcomes of economic warfare
across political identity with regards to an individual’s songbun. In other words, those out-
side of North Korea’s core class are more likely to be targeted with discriminatory eco-
nomic policies such as smaller rations and corn instead of rice if they are lucky enough to
receive any food at all. While a handful of those interviewed considered themselves to be
from a songbun in the core class, the majority did not. This is congruent with interview
responses that members of the core class are less likely to flee as they receive preferen-
tial treatment from the state regarding food, education, employment, housing, medicine,
and other material comforts. It also reflects Yoon Gi’s statement that “most North Korean
refugees have a poor songbun. They have to leave because they are discriminated against
due to their songbun.” Ji Hye informed me that “In Noth Korea, children are taught to be
wholeheartedly faithful to the Kim family and to the country at all times. And if any citizen
betrays the Kim family, children learn that the Earth will collapse.” For those outside of
Kim’s inner circle and the upper echelons of the North Korean State and Korean Workers’
Party, it seems they are born into a world where the Earth has already collapsed.

I make the point of North Korea’s targeted economic warfare on members of lower
songbun because it speaks to the heterogeneous effects of poverty on forced migration.
Prior studies on the causes of forced migration have assumed homogeneous effects within
and across populations. While this may be an appropriate assumption for particular causal
mechanisms such as war, it is hardly an appropriate assumption to be made regarding
poverty as averaging across entire populations can mask its effects when used as a po-

litical weapon against certain sub-populations. Particularly in the context of forced migra-

"Indeed, it is the very fact that their poverty was the result of politics that makes them refugees and
inspired this research.
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tion, poverty emanating from forced dispossession entails economically hindering particu-
lar groups of people while enhancing the economic well-being of others. Thus, we should
expect to see those on the receiving end of discriminatory economic policies to have a
higher propensity for flight relative to those on the receiving end of economic favoritism.
Responses given by interview participants regarding their songbun, motivations for leav-
ing North Korea, and reasons others choose to stay provide affirmative evidence for this
hypothesis.

While obstacles to socioeconomic rights played a large part in motivating flight for
those I interviewed, many stated they would consider returning to North Korea in the ab-
sence of such barriers. When asked if they had or would ever consider returning to North
Korea, democratization and political reform were non-starters for most; several, however,
explicitly stated that market reforms such as those carried out by China and the former
Soviet Union would be enough of an incentive for them to entertain such thoughts. These
responses only provide further evidence that, at least for the case of North Korea, interfer-
ence from the state in the pursuit of economic prosperity plays a strong role in the decision-
making process of those who flee and those who do not.

In addition to speaking to socioeconomic shortcomings motivating their decision to
leave, respondents revealed other interesting motivations under-researched in the forced
migration literature such as access to information and the right to love. Baek (2016) ex-
plores how access to illicit foreign media is slowly fomenting what she calls a “digital
revolution.” While only a few individuals I spoke with for this research cited foreign me-
dia such as radio broadcasts and South Korean television shows as motivating them to flee
North Korea by exposing the enormous wealth gap between the Korea, several believe fur-
ther exposure to outside information would increase the number of North Koreans exiting
the state. Many also cited North Korea’s lack of internet access when discussing how their
lives are different now versus when they lived in North Korea as well as a reason why they

may not wish to return.
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Individuals flee North Korea as a means of escape from targeted restrictions on their
socioeconomic well-being. In most cases, flight was viewed as the only option for survival
with many suggesting they would be dead, in prison, or begging on the streets had they
stayed in North Korea. This research speaks to a need for scholars of forced migration
to look beyond immediate threats to physical security and consider non-immediate threats
as well. By focusing primarily on physical security issues such as war, we overlook more
nuanced causes of flight such as those explored here. The qualitative research conducted for
this chapter strongly suggests that poverty in general and weaponized poverty in particular
contribute to forced migration as well, contrary to the consensus in the political science

literature.
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4.8 Appendix 4.1: Dramatis Personae

Names have been altered in accordance with IRB regulations. All interviews were con-
ducted in South Korea between February 18, 2022 - March 15, 2022 with the exception
of one follow-up interview conducted after I had returned to the United States and one ad-
ditional interview on May 23, 2022. Interviews conducted in Korean were translated and

transcribed with the assistance of a Korean-American undergraduate research assistant.

* Yong Jin: Male, 26 years old, from Chongjin in North Hamgyong Province. Left
North Korea with family at age 11. Currently a teacher and pursuing a graduate
degree. Interviewed over Zoom on February 18, 2022 at 9:00 AM KST. Interview

conducted in English.

* Ji Hye: Female, 31 years old, from Hoeryong in North Hamgyoung Province. Worked
in Aoji coal mine in North Korea. Left North Korea when she was 21 years old. Cur-
rently working on her second degree. Interviewed over Zoom on February 18, 2022

at 2:00 PM KST. Interview conducted in Korean with the assistance of an interpreter.

* Min Seok: Male, 22 years old, from Hwanghae Province. Has lived in South Korea
for 4 years. Currently a student. Interviewed over Zoom on February 21, 2022 at 2:00

PM KST. Interview conducted in Korean with the assistance of an interpreter.

* Hye Jin: Female, 21, from Hyesan in Ryanggang Province. Has lived in South Korea
since 2018. Was vice president of her school’s student government in North Korea
and wanted to be a teacher. Is currently a university student and has ambitions to
teach Korean to foreigners (non-native Korean speakers). Interview conducted over
Zoom on February 22 at 11:00 AM KST. Interviewed in Korean with the assistance

of an interpreter.

* Ji Won: Female, 31 years old, from Pyongyang. Dispatched to Malta in 2014 to

work in a sewing factory. Fled from her work group in 2016 and received asylum
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in Germany. Has lived in South Korea since 2016. Does active human rights work
on YouTube and has previously testified to human rights conditions in North Korea
before the United Nations. Interviewed over Zoom on February 23, 2022 at 2:00 PM

KST. Interview conducted in Korean with the assistance of an interpreter.

Bo Kyoung: Female, 25 years old, from Chongjin in North Hamgyong Province.
Defected to the United States in 2013 and has been living in South Korea for less
than one year. Currently a YouTuber. Interviewed over Zoom on February 28, 2022

at 2:00 PM KST. Interview conducted in English.

Hye Mi: Female, 31 years old from Chongjin in North Hamgyong Province. Has
lived in South Korea since 2010. Bootlegged moonshine in North Korea, had a dream
of becoming a doctor. Currently works at a radio station broadcasting programs into
North Korea. Interviewed in-person at offices of FSI on February 28, 2022 at 7:00

PM KST. Interview conducted in English.

Jun Ho: Male, 41, from Hyesan in Ryanggang Province. Defected from North Korea
in 2010. Served in the North Korean military for 10 years. Has forthcoming memoir
on his life in and escape from North Korea. Interview conducted over Zoom on March

1, 2022 at 2:30 PM KST. Interview conducted in English.

Yoon Gi: Male, 30 years old, from Hyesan in Ryanggang Province. Defected in 2006
and has lived in South Korea since 2007. Studied Political Science. Interviewed in-
person at the offices of FSI on March 3, 2022 at 6:30 PM KST. Interview conducted

in English.

Kyu Ri: Female, 311, from Nampo, a port city roughly 30 miles southwest of Py-
ongyang. Has lived in South Korea for 9 years. Teaches Chinese in South Korea.
Interviewed over Zoom on March 4, 2022 at 2:00 PM KST. Interview conducted in

Korean with the assistance of an interpreter.
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Mi Young: Female, 37 years old, from Chongjin in North Hamgyong Province. Has
lived in South Korea for 10 years. Studied English in the United States. Interviewed

over Zoom on March 5, 2022 at 11:00 AM KST. Interview conducted in English.

Moon Ju: Female, 30 years old, from Hyesan in Ryanggang Province. Defected from
North Korea in the winter of 2009, has lived in South Korea for around 10 years.
Studied nursing in North Korea and is currently studying nursing in South Korea.
Interviewed over Zoom on March 5, 2022 at 2:00 PM KST. Interviewed in Korean
with the assistance of an interpreter. Follow-up interviews conducted in English and

Korean via Kakao Talk between April 21, 2022 - April 26, 2022.

Kyoung Hee: Female, 33 years old, from Kanggye in Jagang Province. Left during
sophomore year of college in 2006. Currently works as a public speaker and human
rights activist. Interviewed over Zoom on March 7, 2022 at 2:00 PM KST. Interview

conducted in English.

Eun Mi: Female, 39 years old, from Onsong in North Hamgyong Province. Has lived
in South Korea since 2008. Worked in a geological research center in North Korea.
Interviewed over Zoom on March 9, 2022 at 4:00 PM KST. Interview conducted in

Korean with the assistance of an interpreter.

Dong Hyu: Male, 47 years old, from Chongjin in North Hamgyong Province. Worked
as a doctor in North Korea and has lived in South Korea for 10 years. Interviewed
over Zoom on March 11, 2022 at 11:00 AM, KST. Interview conducted in Korean

with the assistance of an interpreter.

Tae Young: Male, 38 years old, from Musan in North Hamgyong Province. Studied
International Relations and has lived in South Korea since 2007. Interviewed over

Zoom on March 12, 2022 at 11:00 AM KST. Interview conducted in English.

Min Jeong: Female, 36 years old, from Eundeok County in North Hamgyong Province.
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Was sold to a rural Chinese farmer with mother and sister after first defecting but
caught by Chinese police after 3 years and forcibly repatriated. Escaped custody,
defected again, has lived in South Korea since 2007. Currently works as a human
rights activist and wants to be a Chinese-Korean interpreter. Interviewed over Zoom

on March 14, 2022 at 11:00 AM KST. Interview conducted in English.

Su Kyoung: Female, 33 years old, from Hoeryong in North Hamgyong Province.
Worked as a farmer in North Korea and has lived in South Korea for 6-7 years.
Interviewed over Zoom on March 14, 2022 at 4:00 PM KST. Interview conducted in

Korean with the assistance of an interpreter.

Seung Ho: Male, 58 years old, from Hyesan in Ryanggang Province. Graduate of
Kim I1 Sung University and worked as a researcher in North Korea. Defected in
2009. Currently works as a researcher in South Korea and participates in “The Hid-
den Truths of the Kim Family,” a weekly radio program by Free Radio Asia that is
broadcast into North Korea. Interviewed over Zoom on March 15, 2022 at 4:00 PM

KST. Interview conducted in Korean with the assistance of an interpreter.

Bo Ram: Female, 54 years old, from Chongjin in North Hamgyong Province. Was
sold twice into trafficking. First escaped in 1998, was forcibly repatriated by Chinese
authorities in 2004, escaped again in 2005. Has run for political office twice in the
United Kingdom where she has been living for 14 years. Interviewed over Zoom on

May 23,2022 at 11:30 AM CDT. Interview conducted in English.
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4.9 Appendix 4.2: From where they flee

Figure 4.1: Map of North Korea
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CHAPTER 5

Conclusion

This chapter concludes my study with a summation of the key findings to the questions this
dissertation set out to answer. It will discuss the contributions made to the political science
literature on forced migration as well as insights into the larger migration picture. It will
also highlight limitations of this research, particularly in relation to studying poverty as
a source of forced migration in a large-N cross-national context. Finally, it will highlight
avenues for future research as suggested by my theory and revealed throughout this research

process.

5.1 Summation
The major shortcoming to studies researching causes of forced migration is not that they
have failed to produce substantive estimates of poverty as an underlying source, but that
they do not provide any theory linking poverty to forced migration. This dissertation has
delivered theoretical context as to why and how poverty can influence forced migration by
considering poverty as a form of persecution. Governments, by controlling the levers of
socioeconomic rights and privileges, can systematically deny or limit access for individ-
uals considered politically subservient while directing these same privileges towards their
supporters as a reward for their political loyalty. By theoretically expounding upon poverty
as a byproduct of economic warfare, I gain analytical leverage over different indicators of
poverty that potentially act as push factors. Across three empirical chapters, I described
various methods states can go about engaging in practices that lead to impoverishment and
ultimately nudge people to flee.

Chapter 2 laid the theoretical groundwork, arguing poverty to be not necessarily a lack
of income but a lack of purchasing power and an inability to consume. This chapter also

described how poverty can be a form of persecution as states selectively target individuals
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with economic rewards and punishments. As the majority of the global poor are reliant
on agricultural industries for earning an economic livelihood, I detailed various methods
describing how states can manipulate agricultural policies in favor of their preferred con-
stituents, often to the detriment of others. I also discussed how agricultural output may
provide a more accurate estimate of purchasing power than national-level income indi-
cators given that people living in poverty often report consumption in excess of income.
In addition to selling their yield for money, agricultural workers can barter their product,
pay taxes or wages in-kind, or directly consume their harvests. These activities would not
necessarily be reflected in measures of GDP per capita yet they still act as a medium of ex-
change, nonetheless. Thus, measures taken to depress agricultural output correspondingly
depress purchasing power.

Lacking an ability to purchase may force people to flee as staying could result in a se-
rious threat to their quality of life and ability to make ends meet. I proxied for purchasing
power with the Crop Production Index from the World Bank’s World Development Indi-
cators dataset. Estimates suggest that a one-standard-deviation decrease in crop production
lead to a predicted increase of displacement rates north of 30 percentage points. As people
are deprived of their ability to procure basic goods and services necessary for survival, they
flee to places less hostile.

Chapter 2 also discussed how states use food as a weapon to subdue their political op-
position. While starving political opponents may lead to a variety of outcomes, such as
rebellion or submission into loyalty, it may also lead to forced migration as people flee
chronic hunger and its associated ills. To proxy for access to food, I used data on daily
caloric intake from the FAO. The benefit of this data is twofold. First, it is a measure of
direct consumption and thus a better indicator of poverty and plausibly reflects government
targeting as the average daily calorie supply will be severely depressed when states deprive
segments of the population of sustenance. Second, there is an upper bound to the amount

of food one can conceivably consume for themself - an upper bound that is not present with
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regards to income. Thus, for states with higher levels of per capita food consumption, we
can reasonably assume that most everyone is getting fed. In states with lower per capita
food supplies, we can infer that only the elites are receiving enough to eat. Estimates in-
dicate that a negative caloric shock of one standard deviation increase predicted rates of
forced migration between 11 and 17 percentage points.

Chapter 3 examined socioeconomic rights and discussed why deprivation of employ-
ment, health care, and education lead to forced migration by means of impoverishment. I
also explored why increasing poverty gaps and poverty rates can make individuals more
vulnerable to state harms and thus lead to rising rates of forced displacement. This chapter
additionally provided real-world examples of individual seeking asylum for reasons of so-
cioeconomic deprivations, thus supplementing the theoretical nuances provided to connect
infringement on socioeconomic rights to forced migration. The inability to work, receive
adequate medical care, and pursue an education place inordinately low ceilings on poten-
tial income earnings and can ultimately result in chronic poverty. Results from this chapter
suggest that, at least for women, increased enjoyment of socioeconomic rights lead to de-
creased rates of forced migration. Perhaps the most interesting results indicate that as the
ratio of women and girls enrolled in school relative to men and boys increases by 10 per-
centage points, predicted rates of displacement fall by as much as 9 percentage points.

Recognizing the limits of what my data can tell me as I discuss further below, Chapter 4
provides a case study on North Korean refugees. North Korea is an ideal setting to subject
my theory of economic warfare and forced migration as wealth and socioeconomic status
in North Korea are purely functions of political loyalty to the ruling Kim family. The North
Korean State assigns every family and individual a status in its political hierarchy through
extensive social engineering. Those whose families are deemed to be most loyal to the
Kim regime and North Korea are placed at the top and enjoy preferential access to food,
housing, education, medicine, employment, and other material comforts. Those deemed

disloyal are subject to a life of dismal socioeconomic prospects. Thus, the North Korean
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context presents itself as a most-plausible case to investigate the mechanisms undergirding
poverty and forced migration suggested by my theory.

I interviewed 20 North Korean refugees regarding their motivations for flight. Every
single individual I talked to mentioned poverty or fear of future poverty at least in part
determining their decision to flee. The individuals I spoke with fled from hunger, eco-
nomic proscription, a lack of medicine, and other policies of economic warfare. The ma-
jority of those I interviewed came from North Korea’s lower caste, providing evidence that
poverty increases the likelihood of forced migration. Further providing evidence to this no-
tion was that those who were relatively well off in North Korea’s songbun system fled upon
the realization that their South Korean counterparts enjoyed a more prosperous quality of
life. Thus, feelings of relative deprivation triggered by the realization of their own poverty
prompted flight in addition to other conditions of abject poverty. Importantly, restrictions
to socioeconomic well-being individuals interviewed for this chapter experienced were en-
tirely a result of economic warfare waged by North Korea against its citizens as a means of
control and cooptation. Thus, not only did they flee from poverty, they fled from targeted

economic coercion.

5.2 Limitations

Like all research, there are limitations to this research as well. While Chapters 2 and 3 col-
lectively provide strong support suggesting poverty is related to forced migration, data limi-
tations prevent me from making claims regarding government targeting. With the exception
of the Gender Parity Index in Chapter 3, and plausibly daily caloric intake in Chapter 2,
the data overall does not necessarily reflect targeted economic warfare as suggested by my
theory. The unfortunate reality is that while governments undoubtedly use the power of
the purse to economically punish particular groups and individuals, the availability of hard
quantitative data on these measures in all likelihood does not exist. After all, why would a

government advertise the fact that it intentionally impoverishes its citizens as a means of
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political retribution?

Though the qualitative research conducted for Chapter 4 provides an abundance of ev-
idence with regards to economic targeting, it faces limitations as well. For starters, many
North Koreans do not possess lofty political ideals nor were those I spoke with engaged
with overt political activities. The major limitation, however, is that though it is demon-
strably clear these individuals fled poverty as a result of economic coercion, the analysis
is not generalizable beyond the North Korean context. These limitations notwithstanding,
political status was imposed upon them by the state and subsequently determined their ac-
cess to socioeconomic benefits. Further, though strictly a comparative analysis, to suggest
North Korea is the only state employing tools of economic warfare would be myopic as
other autocratic and quasi-democratic states manipulate the levers of prosperity as well.
Thus, this research serves as a foundational invitation for scholars to investigate economic

warfare and forced migration in different contexts.

5.3 Future Research
The theory provided in this dissertation also breaks ground for future avenues of research
regarding forced migration. In Chapter 2, I spoke of ethnic favoritism in patronage democ-
racies. If political authorities target co-ethnics with preferential public goods, there may be
consequences relating to forced migration with respect to the identity of forced migrants.
Though rates of displacement may neither increase or decrease, a turnover in the ethnicity
of the incumbent may lead to non-coethnics fleeing as their access to economic benefits
dries up and flows towards different groups in different regions.

This same logic can be applied to other identities as well, such as religious and gender.
In Chapter 3, for example, I discussed how restricting access to socioeconomic rights such
as employment and education can adversely impact traditionally marginalized groups such
as women. If states target groups or individuals on the basis of non-political identities, we

may also witness the composition of forced migrants to reflect these identities. This may
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be of particular interest for policy makers crafting legislation designed to respond to forced
migration as different identities may incur different needs. I describe in further detail below
how urban and rural identities may play into forced migration, thus further demonstrating

a need for continued research into economic persecution as a source of forced migration

5.3.1 Benefiting urban elites at the expense of the rural Poor

In addition to targeting particular regions with economic rewards or punishments on the
basis of ethnic or partisan favoritism, governments in a similar vein can employ policies
that benefit the politically connected urban elites at the expense of the rural poor. This
can happen by subsidizing urban modernization with rural resources; instituting agricul-
tural policies benefiting the politically connected elite but are harmful to rural farmers; and
providing for the welfare of urban residents at the expense of rural residents. These prac-
tices limit the welfare opportunities of workers in the agricultural sector and force rural
populations to rely solely on agricultural productivity regardless of their commercial com-
parative advantage. These limitations can lead to reduced agricultural output which not
only threatens income-generating opportunities but also the ability to eat in the event of
poor harvests. Unable to access subsidized farm inputs that may increase yields and thus
purchasing power for household necessities, diminished agricultural output may compel
flight across international borders simply for the sake of avoiding starvation.

States may promote urban interests at the expense of rural interests to fuel economic
modernization. They can accomplish this by using markets as instruments of control and
levying resources from the countryside to promote the interests of urban industries. One
manner of achieving these ends is instituting price controls of food to appease urban in-
terests. This is common in African states as governments depress food prices to satisfy
their urban interests (Bates, 2014). These practices may be particularly harmful in states
where a majority of the population lives in rural areas resulting in a large number of family

farms. Though depressed food prices may seem beneficial to all, it limits the return farmers
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can receive for their output which also limits the wages available for farm hands and other
agricultural workers.

Modernization approaches can be further aimed at benefiting urban interests through
the manner in which development projects are carried out. Irrigation projects, for exam-
ple, can generate annual incomes up to 5 times the annual revenue of those lacking access
to such programs. Other public services such as “technical advisors, marketing services,
schools, clinics, and extension agencies are put into the service of government schemes
that promote a few privileged farmers at the expense of the small farmer in Africa” (Bates,
2014). Governments may provide subsidies intended to encourage the adoption of modern
technologies such as fertilizer, mechanical equipment, seeds, and lines of credit, but can
use these policies to reward political loyalists or shore up political support by funneling
these benefits to the politically connected urban elite instead of small, rural farmers. In
other words, benefits of modernizing economies can disproportionately favor urban resi-
dents at the expense of rural residents who find themselves locked out of participating in
modernization schemes. These practices can act as a double-edged sword for rural farmers
who not only see their incomes restricted by mandated price controls, but also are unable to
offset these losses through public subsidies. Thus, states can employ agricultural policies
that depress the gains of rural agricultural workers and leave small farmers standing at a
relative disadvantage to urban interests.

States can also commit to providing for the welfare of urban residents while purpose-
fully neglecting that of rural residents. States can take charge of providing employment,
food, housing, medicine, and other public welfare benefits to their urban constituents while
leaving the responsibility of providing these same benefits residing in the interior to local
governments lacking the capabilities and resources to do so. States with public distribu-
tion systems can classify urban households eligible for food rations while requiring rural
households to not only produce their own grain but also compel these households to sell

significant portions of their harvest to the state at artificially low prices.
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By forcing the rural peasantry to surrender its resources to the upper classes, industrial
centers, and state, governments place workers in rural agricultural sectors in precarious sit-
uations vulnerable to negative economic shocks that non-agricultural sectors may be more
insulated from. Determinations of who is eligible for public benefits related to agriculture
is frequently a political one. In Africa, for example, recipients of subsidized farming inputs
are politically connected elites with urban industrial interests. In China, the state classified
all non-state employees as agricultural workers regardless of vocation, rendering them in-
eligible to receive grains from the public distribution system (Banister, 1987; Cheng and
Selden, 1994; Gustafsson and Sai, 2009). When forced to provide a substantial portion of
harvests to the state, poor yields leave little or nothing left for personal consumption or
trade and can leave people vulnerable to starvation. In fact, estimates suggest greater than
30-million people died of starvation during the Great Chinese Famine when these policies
were at their peak (Cai and Kong, 2020; Chen et al., 2015; Gooch, 2017). Thus, drops
in agricultural productivity can encourage human flight as people seek to escape chronic

hunger, possibly along a rural-urban divide.

5.3.2 Inappropriate modernization policies

Economic policies under the guise of modernization can also be employed as sticks against
politically unnecessary populations. Modernizing economies can introduce and mandate
the adoption of agricultural technologies that may be incompatible with rural ethnic groups
relying on indigenous farming systems and practices developed over centuries. Though
these technologies may promise higher yields, without providing the proper training, ed-
ucation, infrastructure, and insurance markets necessary for rural communities to be able
to adopt them. In Vietnam, for example, policies delivering modern farming technologies
failed to increase consumption among rural ethnic groups due to difficult terrain and poor
infrastructure. Government policy relating to these technologies may thus alienate rural

ethnic groups whose farming techniques are more specialized for their particular agro-
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economic environments (Van De Walle and Gunewardena, 2001).

Dams can be another method governments use to divert rural resources to serve the
interests of more politically expedient groups. Dams constructed to provide electricity for
urban areas can drastically change local agricultural environments and displace rural com-
munities from ancestral lands. A loss of productive land can lead to decreases in agricultural
and livestock activities, threatening the food security of indigenous groups (Sapkota, 2001).
In addition to rendering lands inefficient for farming due to either flooding, redirection of
local water sources, or loss of seasonal flood plains that can replenish the soil with nutri-
ents for farming or cattle grazing, hunting and fishing grounds can be destroyed as well.
This can result in poverty and hunger for affected groups due to the loss of land and other
income-generating activities. Though states may promise increased economic opportunities
for those displaced, qualitative research suggests much of this tends to be seasonal, tem-
porary, and low-paid (Oak, 2017). Further, displacement from dams may breed further im-
poverishment as they are thrust into cash-based economies for which they are ill-prepared

(Aiken and Leigh, 2015).

5.3.3 Choose your weapon

Other possible avenues of future research include the tools and policies governments wield
for the purposes of economic targeting. Hamid Karzai, for example, delegated the respon-
sibility of eradicating Afghanistan’s opium fields to provincial governors. This move al-
lowed regional authorities to decide whose economic livelihood was destroyed and whose
was spared. Ethnic Rohingya are denied full citizenship rights in Myanmar, restricting their
options for income-generating activities. China, too, places restrictions on citizenship for
children born to North Korean refugees on Chinese soil. Even if the child has a Chinese
parent, China does not recognize the union as legitimate and thus denies welfare services

to the child.
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5.4 Concluding Remarks

Collectively, this dissertation has provided strong evidence suggesting poverty leads to
forced migration. Though data limitations prevent a conclusive connection between eco-
nomic targeting and forced migration, qualitative evidence provided in the North Korean
context ameliorates this shortcoming and affirmatively demonstrates that intentional eco-
nomic deprivation leads to forced migration. While war and other direct threats to physi-
cal integrity create the lion’s share of the world’s forced migrants, the research presented
here demonstrates how tunneling in on immediate threats can lead scholars to overlook
more slow-burning sources of forced migration. By exploring more nuanced motivations
for forced migration involving threats to economic capacity, this dissertation has put to bed

the notion that poverty does not lead to forced migration.
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