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CI1RCULA7R !ThjP.AL-UPJ3AIT YT RAT2IOIU 'VIL C!""
 

MS' i?- IEON
OF RURAL 33S A!VT IN 	 0IR 

[,. R. iY,].2 

iIuch has been ,:ritten on mi-ration' in Afric't 

alIthough fni studies have atioerpt d a con ,r-,hcnsiv 

study of riiral-urban po"ulatier 'ioverent ::i her e h 

continental or ntional level. Liany ;.:orks have doait 

",ith labour mrnv<ment:abut essentially these hav- con­

sid .,red little riorc than the transfer of adult mal2. 

,Torkers. Such analyses .iot ap.]y to IrAl Oe avei 

most of the moveient in ier'a Leone, or in a r-ood. nunbc. '" 

of other countries. There is also a substantial body 

of lit-rature dealing -,ith urbanization and r1rvl­

this crntoxturban rigr-tion but wo:t of the studies in 

proces!-,.from th. urbhn enl of the
consider the ncvment 

Althouzh these vork., are cf gEeat importance :hen con­

sidering rural-urban rovement they do not cover all
 

who leave the rur>.i arets nor do retrospectivemigrants 

reasons Lor ovin. ,iven by mit,,,ants pr ,',.ntly in the 

towns necessarily 	 coincide with their reasons .t the 

":ith the re tsons for other migrantstime of moving or 

moving at the prcscnt time. Further, rural-urban mipyrution 
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' ...... nt permanent one-way l. the towno as w.:is a to 

very much the case in the urbanization process of 18th 

and 19th century iurope. In many paX ts of Africa 1,there 

is considerable and widespread migratory circulation 

with many migrants returning, periodically from their 

urban destinations to their r~x-.1 'source areas. Again, 

however, greonter emphasis appears to have been placed 

on the study of the urban side of tho process where 

problems are certainly more striking 2ond of niore 

immediate irportance 5 The back and forth movement of 

circular migr',tion, however, has considerable demographic, 

economic and social effects on the rural -areas een 

though the migrants maoy spend most of their tic .a.wray 

from their rural homes. The signific-nce and effects 

of circul-r nigration on th- r,1ral areas has rarely 

been consid.'-red despite suggestions from zuch writers 

as Prothero that conditi.ins in home arias are a logical 

development cr even a yrerequisite of migration desti­

nation studies.
 

People involved in circul ir migratitn can bo con­

sidered as quite distinct from thoc,:, people making a 

permanent move. They consider themselves to have rural 
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-roots and maintainf rural t.ies; they consider them

Selves as belonging to rural families and rur-1 society
 

and to be absent from households to -hich they return
 

periodically7 As such Lihey can be considered --s rural 

abr;entees. The purpose of this paper, thereforc, is 

to consider these rural absentees in four' diffe-ent 

respects. The paper initially attempts to delimni; the 

absentee element in a given ral population and to 

determine ho-, widespreiod it is throughout th-t society. 

It then considers how -Ach of the tenporary inovement 

out of the rural are'a is, in f:,.ct, to the townns and 

ho,. much is merely a move to other rtral areas. This 

is followed by a consideration of the possible reaso', 

crect,.ng such movement and the various links maintained 

by the migrants vith their rural homes. 

The present prelirinary ct,;d- is b-aed on srmplu 

villages in central Sierra Leone an' chosen randomly 

from settlements in Torkolili District covered by a 

larger-scale population. study. The vill:;es are situated 

in four chiefdoms slightly to the east of the geogra­

phical contre of the country and the people of the ar'ea 

http:crect,.ng
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... Temne trib.. The-area has­belng-prdominantlytoth 


one of the lowest road densities in the country and
 

saven of the settlements under study are totally in-


A major newt highway has
accessible exc.1pt by foot. 


recently been constructed9 through the area and the
 

villages are now finding themselves in the vicinity of
 

a major route now linkcing the two main economic centres
 

of Sierra Leone; the capital Freetovm and environs in
 

the west and the diamond region of Kono District in
 

the east. 

Tere collected
The data for the sanple settlements .­

between July and September, 1972 and when compared with 

the 1963 cencoa fig,rev, considerable out-mieration %appears 

to have taken place. In tot-.l the poipulation of the 

villages had remained almost the some in size during 

the previous nine yea-s and when considered individually 

it ;.,as seen thai half of the settlements had actually
 

decreased in numbers since the 1963 census. This
 

apparent depopulation ca.n to some extent be explained
 

by permanent out-migration and also by the increascd
 

out-movement of circular migrants or absentees: those
 



.......
..........villages-registering -the 
 a..............................
....


tended 
to have the largest number of absentees.
 

Permanent out-migration must, ho-,.ever, be consirrd
 

as the major factor in population decroase.
 

The Absentees 

For thi. study an :bsentee was defincd as a person 

who had boon away from his home for at laCt one month
 

at the time of intervice.w, who was considered as part 

of the household by the remaining residents and l.ho w..s 

expected to return to that household. A i-.curc eajui­

valent to 12% of the resident population of the ten 

village.F; was estimn.ted as absent. Those people who 

had left the villages !ore not a rrpresent-'tive s,-.mple 

of their settlements; instead their clearly displayed 

the distinct selectivity of migration.
 

The abtont-es vwro found to be considerably different 

from the populations remaining in the vill;.ges in 
,el.;eral 

respects. To a large e'ttcnt they were malos amd had 

a sex 
ratio of 158 (males per 100 females). This 

compares with 82 for the population left beind. i hen 

considering age the aboentee,s were found particularly 
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concentrad iri;,the younger cohorts. Almost 70/. were 

aged bet een 10 and 30 years compared with some 405l in 

the .same age groups for the population remaining in the 

rural areas. As a group slightly more than half of 

the migrants were or had beei married:. Such a figure, 

however, fails to reveal the considerable difference 

between the o~xes where marital statuo is conceerned. 

Almost all thf-. female migrants (85%) were or had been 

married whereas tiE.To thirds (63%) of the men remained 

single. Like their relatives who were j.eft behind, 

tl migrants were on the whole illiterate and had never 

been to school. Such a situation is reflected in the 

n;-.ture of the work undertaken by the migrants. Back 

in the village almost all the active males (90%) were 

involved in agriculture. The migrants however, appear 

to have given up such an occupation. The lrgeit single 

group (60%) of the men were considered as unskilled 

and semi-skilled workers whereas less than 20' were 

still concerned with farming. Others, in smaller 

numbers were found in trading, in skilled occupctions 

and a few in administrative and professional pursuits. 
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In order to determine how widespread was the
 

occurrence of out-migration throughout the rural
 

society the data pertaining to absentees w'ere collected
 

at the household level. In much demographic and 

sociological wiriting there is considerable ambiguity
 

overthe term "household". It has been used synonymously
 

with a diwelling unit or a family group - either nuclear 

or extended. The most widely used definitions arc the
 

"housekeeping" unit and the "household-housing unit".
 

With the latter definition the household is considered
 

as a single direlling unit providing its members :ith
 

common shelter and all therefore live under the sanme
 

roof. With the "housekeoping" unit the household is
 

primarily regarded as providing its members with meals 
-

all members eating Prom the "same pot". This type of
 

household is often considerable smaller thnn that of
 

the dwelling unit type.
 

For oaso of enumeration in the preaent stady the 

dwelling unit/household-housing definition was initially 

used. Although household sizes tended to be high it
 

was found that such dwelling units in the rural arevz
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covered were generally_ synonymous with tih houOekeqpinp . 

units. 
The mean resident household size was 13.2 persons
 

and approaching 70% of all households had at least one
 

member absent. Some households had up to eight people
 

away. 
The question arising therefore was, if out­

migration was 
so wideupre-d at the household level, from
 

what type of household (as reg:7rds size and structure)
 

did the absentees originate and were there 
rmy differences 

prior t6 out-migration botween households with andthose 

without absentees? Those households with absentees had 

an average of 3 persons away. The:se people belonged
 

to a household considerably larger than those units
 

without absentees and which remained, larger on average,
 

oven after the departure of the migrants (see Tablel). 

The do jure size of the average "migrant" household was
 

17 persons; with three absentees the resident house­

hold was therefore 14 persons. Those households with­

out any people away were less than 12 persons in size. 

Such a situation cn perhaps be explained by the f'.ct; 
that in a l.xrger household the people moot inclined 

to migrate are available in larger numbers and secondly 

the pressures encouraging departure (overcrowding, for 

example, or pressure on food supplies) are often greater 

in a bigger household. 



TABLEI ,B3ENT ,, and iiOU.EHOLD SIZE 

1I
 

IUE D OF WIViS'S CHILDRIN OTFE R 0 ,T,71PW ITT\J 
HOU,:,31OLD R7-bLATIVES 

R :SIDENT 1.0 1 1.6 3.2 6.3 1.3 1 3.2 
MOUSEHOLDS
 

'1-


I10W,1HOLDS 
'ITHOUT I.0 1.5 2.3 6.0 0.9 1I6 
ABS ENTEES 

HOUSEHOLD 


WIT1 0.9 1.6 3.6 6.4.
T RE Z;ABS ',N 

..1 1.2 1.2 0.1 

IAB 7'OTEE 1.0 1.7I 4.° 7.6 1.7 7. 
PtO 'Lc. ,OLDS 

Due -to rounding sub-totals do not always add up to 
total figures. 

I 
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This can be illustrated by examining the household
 

with thosestrcture of dwellings h~rving migrants 

The aver.gedwellings without migrants (see Table I). 


its head ,:ith generally
resident household had a male 	as 


childi-'n, six other re.­one or two wives, three or so 


or two other peorle such au lodgcrs or
 latives and one 


wards. 'rhether the household 	 had migramnts or not, the 

1.5 for the
2iverage number of wives change little: 


hold members 

"non-migrant" household and 1,7 for the do jure "migrant" 

unit. In the other three? population groups of the house.­

there were marked differences and especially 

Tho de juro "migrant"
in the numbers of children. 

hnd more th.n twice as m'nychJldren as house-­household 

In a rur-.l society in
holds without any migrants. 


prosently being considured, child.rnAfrica as is 	 are 

In maintaining a farm
 an important economic asset. 


but it may be thatchildren are of considerable use 

It is
 more children may bring diminishing returns. 


possible, therefore, that there may be an optimim 
size
 

for such rural households and above a certain number,
 

children may be considered less necessary in an 
economic
 

sense and may therofore have fewer restrictions placed
 

http:child.rn
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-
..on-.thoir eniigration. Th=t-such-a sit,,ationoccurs-i...
 

suggested to some extent by the fact that absentee child­

ren (especially in the case of the males) were rarely 

the eldest - but quite often the third or fourth eldest. 

Of all. the males leaving tho villages - whether to .rb.in 

or rural destinations.- approaching half (46w) I.Terc- sons 

of the head of the rural household ,nd a further fifth 

(21%) were younger brothers.
 

The I~ovement To The Towns 

This study is specifically concerned with the n'cvoe­

ment of rural mi-rrants to urba areas. Two thirds of
 

the absentees envunorated (66w) were found to have moved
 

to the town s10in Sierra Leone and a study of those
 

particular migrants shows even nore markedly the 3,lectivity 

of migration. The main flow of mi 'rants (prob-ibly 40-7) 

went to the diamond areas of Kono with the single most 

important destinrtion being Koidu which took 20% of all 

surveyed migrants. The next most imy:,ortant centre was
 

Freetown which took approaching IO of the flow.
 

Between the capit.1 in the west and the diamond area
 

in the east a string of settlements (P akeni, ragburaka, 
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for examl)'th 	 o 
li'akali, Masingbi, 

the sampleand passing throuah
road linking the two areas 

or so of migrants. Thus up to
 
area, took a further 10% 


the study area 	of central 
70%' of the migrants leaving 

in an east--westhad inov :d to settlementsSierra Leone 
the greatest

belt along the 	newly.-.constructed road ith 

at each end of the routeway in the two 
concentrations 

most important 	centres of employment 
generation.
 

In a variety of characteristics 
the urban-bound
 

migrant was found to be distinctly 
different not only
 

left in tha vill:,ge but also from the 
from the people 

Whcreas the men
 
i rants moving 	to other rural areas. 


tran-ferrural-rurel1
and women absentees involved in a 

less equal numbers, the people moving
did so in more 	 or 

a scx ratio of 
to the towrs -.ore lr~rgely males and had 

-ge the move­
168 (males per females). With respect to 


shown to take

of the rural areas h.s beenment out 

in the 10-30 years cohorts. The younger
people mostly 

group (largely in their teens) tended 
m.,mbcrs of this 

to be left in rural destinations whilst 
the relatively
 

The largest

older migrants 	continued on to the 

towms. 
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single ten-year age group for the urban-destined migrants
 

(37%) was the 20-29 years cohort. This compares 'ith
 

the 10-19 yars category for the rural-rurJl migr'Lnt6, 

which accounted for 43% of those people. As regards
 

marital st'tus there was little difference betwoeen
 

urban- and rural-bound migrants. Most of the men wtTcio
 

single whilst most of the women were married, althougn
 

of those ,Tomen who were still single, thro---quartors
 

had moved to the toims. Most absentees had moved by
 

themselves - and especially the males, 80% of whom
 

had taken no member of the household .-ith them.
 

Those who did were the married ones as half of the mrrie.
 

men (though not many in number) had taken a wife with
 

them. 

One of the major reasons .or moving to the towns 

in many parts of Africa is paid employment and this is 

distinctly shown in the occupations of the migrants. 

They left an area where almost all the active males werc 

involved in agric lture. Only 10% of those people who 

had moved to the towns wore still considered to be in 

the same occupational sector. For the largely illiterate, 
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unschooled migrant the major economic opening is to be 

65% of the migrantsfound as an unskilled labourer and 

under consideration were working as suclo AL.most a third 

of the iaAlc migrnmts (29r%) were still con:sidcrod to bc 

unemployed.
 

Reasons For kTirr. j !'nP 

As the survey on absentees was undertaken in the
 

raral home villages it was not possible to question the 

migrants themselves. Howcver , by questioning members 

ont-.ilcdof thc Ju6entco's household - and very often this 

aeult hoasehold - it w.s pcs,:ible to buildthe whole 

up a pattern of reasons why the migrant hrxd lt the 

village. Apart from asking directly for a7 y specific 

reasons c 'tusing the move, thc household wacs asked to 

1 1 
decide to what degree various pr,.-detormined factor 

belingwere associated with 'hc move of och absentee 

Aboveconsidered. Various distinct patterns emerged. 

all, the reasons appeared to be economic and were more. 

of a rural-push nature than an urban-pull. By far the 

most important single reason appeared to be "hardship*
 

and this reason was given as strongly associated with
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80%of all mle ioves. Among the men he next most im­

portant reasons wuere the "lack of local jobs" (strongly 

associated with 49% of ill ral, rov.s), "duIlne, of 

life in the village" (425) and a "dislike of farming" 

(37), The "attraction of to%.:n life" x'ur,s 'un iImportant 

re.son for the mtlres to movc (39%) as wa- th "dc. I....rcd to 

see new places" (40;). Thc towns would provide the 

best opportunity to eo-rn "money o .e 

,purchase3" (4D;0W). In th ar -.1 undur ,t- dy diamond 

mining was usually con[,idercd t st-rong -ttrction for 

mvaking money althou-h the "pos.ibili'y of -flhding diano-nds ' 

was5 conoidercd to be s-trongZ-,,ly aozocited ,,ith ron-ly 

third (36%) of all moves made by the men. "Stories 

told by friends and re 4.ive s cf life in h o,.r in­

,,fluenced a :.ood numbor of move)s (30"0 . Ai:.ilr 

nu.mber of men (35%) had actually moved with & friend c: 

relative and a ou.rt..r of th;, ±lecn (25-) had moved to 

rltives already in the dcos..i..tion r':e ucation 

was a limited -ttr.ction to move. nly I I &: of the 

men had moved "to gmin, .cOucation ,d even fc.cr(7v) 

wore ,way or had initia1,v been sent aw, y to attend 

school. Trading, too, ws not an irrportttnt re -.son for 



- 16 -

Disputes and conflict with authority ormoving (3%). 


over -land ,or. women.. wer ,.n.ot ;,-asociated withfamily-, 

- the most important (9o) beingmany moves of the men 

the family". "Fear or witchcraft"a "dispute with 

)]peored in a signific,-t niirber of cases (16%). 

the reasonsWith the women going to the towns 

wore broadly siinilar to thnocassoc,.,hted with their movos 

was still the most im)ort ,.tof the men. "Hardship" 

cases ). Scvorrlsingle reason but not in so many (53 

re.sons wore rore strongly w3-ociatcdf£crnle movrsith 

thnn with males - especially %roding", and "f-.mily 

disputes'". 

Urbrn-Rural Links 

urbron immig rant oi, lationicIn several w'rts of Atfric,. 

hzvo been shown to maintain close co-lcctions with thir 

which they ultimately return. 12 
of origin, tovillges 

Despite growing numb2rs wrho regard the town as their 

pcrinancnt homos, few rem.in as tow-.delers all t;heir 

ndlives. Tile links with ther homo vii]. ,e house­

ad aio
holds are maintained in a variety of w-.1y 
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probably viewed best from the rur l end of the process. 

In the settlements under consideration an attempt wis 

made to determine whether the abscnte.- owned a house in 

the village, whether he had a right to fJarm in the 

locality and, indeed, whether a f.-rm was actually main­

tained during his absence. An enquiry w.w then mad'. 

into remittances - in both cash and kind - th:t ,.,,v, 

made to the village housiehold during th, prevhouG yoar. 

This wa,. follow;ed by e;,amiing the frequency, timing 

and duration of vibits made by the zescntcrs t their 

rural homes as well. cas the rnovement of the -ti;grant-' 

relntivos to ".he absentees in the 1.,stinatioi are'a. 

Of all the nale absontees enumr..i.t only 5,C o,,.med-tod 

a house in the home village. Ho,:ovor, as irost of thr 

males belonged to the "childr-n" catigory of ":hc 'lousc... 

hold, a high pcrccntage could'not be expected. Almost 

:n11 (94%) were considered as harving the right to f-rm 

in the locality although few (15c,') mdo: use of the 

opportunity. Those :io did were found in the older ageo 

groups and wore married. As such they "were able to 

leave a ife -,nd children behind to maintain their farm. 
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/ 

As regards the topic of remittances made by ",he 

........absenteesany accurate mas.rment,. thr in cash or 

goods, was difficult to make. The monotmry r-jmitt nccs 

ware probably underestimated thougA details rcg,rding 

their amounts and frequency of transfer proved of interest. 

Seventy percent of the absentoes ',ere considcred to have 

never sent any money back home. The Yc-maining migrants 

had sent an amount a.t some time including!i23 ' who had 

made a remittancc to the honre household d-Aring the 

prcnvious year. The female migrants fared bctear i. this 

r -spect thmn the 1&iles, more than 40% had s, nt monty 

home. This is probibly a reflection of the fenmle 

absentees gancorally being married (unlike the men)
 

and with depe"ndents (i.e. children) in the vi3.)a,cs of 

origin. On aver..-o, those absentees rerritting money 

probably smnt an amo..nt between Le.10 and Le.20 each time. 

The amounts sent how.vor varied considerably b-two n 

male and female. All the females sent amounts lcss 

than Le.20 and half loss than Le. 5. 'ith the men, how­

ever half sent amounts groi.ter than Le. 20 -ind on 

occasions sent amounts gre;'ter than Le.50. In fin-nci,1 

torris, e-ch household in the village probably benefitt cd 
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by an average tot'l remittance of loss than e.10 per 

year. Money, howevcr, was not the mosto cor.tmon form of 

remittance sent back to the village. Specific items
 

(mainly in the forri of food and clothing) for the house­

hold as a whole or for individual members were often
 

preferred. If sent back with a second poroon.goods bad 

a groator chance of arriving s morcover, many of the 

items sent wore not available for urch. ,) in tho villo..O 

oven if cash had boon tronsmittod. Of the fo£dstuffs 

rOrL.ittod ricu w:s by far the most common although tinnt.d 

milk, sugir and salt werc also high on th.C list of rec.:Apts. 

Clothes, how. vor, along with footwea.r and bl,o.-+, 'rorc. 

rocuivdd mcrbo often than food. 

The absentees thomsolves returned periodic<l.ly to 

their rural homes and ne.rly half came back once a yetar. 

Some rotu -ncd home quartorly (10%*) but few-t returned ?.t 

shorter intervals. A rcln.tivly largo n-ubor - es , -ci' l . y 

amongst the men(30%) - ;er. considered as returning only 

rnroly despite sending various items b-.ck to thu rura-l 

household. Of those wio did return ;here appeared to 

to be a distinct soasonality in their visit. This ws 

Ut 

http:periodic<l.ly


20 ­

particularly true for male absentees. There semod to 

be peaks around unle/July - at the beginning of the rains 

- and between November and January at the beginning of 

the dry seo.son. On the farms these periods co-incide 

with the times of planting and harvesting although not 

at the peak labour season of brushing. On returning 

the absentees generally spent between a few days and 

a month in their village with the women tending to 

staoy for longer ,periods than the men. 

Conclusion
 

This paper has attempted to demonstroto with 

evidence from a sample area in central Sierra Leone 

how considerable circular migration takes place between 

the rural areas and various urban centres of Ihe 

country. The equivalent of 12, of th resident vi3.laLc 

populations wore absent from their rural homes and two­

thirds of those people had migr,.tod to to touns. It 

has be,.n showm how widespro.d such migration is through­

out rural society as 70% of all households had at loast 

one person away. Migrants tended to come from the 

larger households and worc very often tha rhildren or 
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young brothers of thc house. That those children who
 

migrated were rarely the eldest or even the second oldest 

suggested a possibility of a critical household size 

being reached before out-movement takes plce. 

Those people who did move illustrated well the
 

selectivity of migration and those involved in 
 a move
 

to the towvns wcre quite different as a group from those
 

migrating to the rural areas and also from those people
 

remaining in "the villages. The migr-ttion to the towns 

largely took young, single males and their reorsons for 

moving were basically due to economic factorb in the 

rural areas - hardship and lack of local jobs. Once 

the urban destinations were rec.ched a variety of new 

occupations i-!hore generally taken up, especially in the 

unskilled and scmi-skillod categories. Almost a third 

of the migrants howevcr, did not appear to have been 

successful in securing employment. 1lhilst away various 

links were maintained between nigrlnt and the home 

village. Money and goods ;wcre remitted at intervals 

and the igrant genorally returned home at least once 

a year - very often at imrortant times in the farm 
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calendar, though the timing may have becn more a product 

of urban factors.
 

Rural-urban migration in Sierra Leone, therefore,
 

does not appear to be a one-way movement to the towns.
 

Important links are maintained by the migrants with their
 

villages of origin and there appears to bo a constant
 

movement of returnees moving back, often seasonally,
 

and for varying lEngths of time. Such circular migration
 

may boeconomically beneficial to the rural household
 

with receipts of cash and urban purchases. That migrants
 

are oftn the younger members of the adult household
 

might suggest that the agricultural economy of the
 

household unit is maintained and may oven benefit from
 

having fewer people to support. In a smaller houscnold 

however, agricultural production could very easily suffer 

from a reduction in household size. Further research 

is therefore required to consider the relative merits 

of migration as a factor in the household economy. 

What may be beneficial at the household level, with 

easing of overcrowding and reducing the numbers to be 

supported on a rural household budget for example, nay 

not necessarily be beneficial at the national level. 

Thirty percent of the absentecs were considered as 

unemployed in urban destinations. Most of thoo in jobs
 

were employed in the unskilled or semi-skilled sector
 

and a substontial number were away as illicit dimond
 

minors. If, as was indicated, it was "hardship' and
 

"lack of local jobs" that largely encouraged out-migration
 

then development in rural employment may well reduce the
 

circular migration to urban unemployment.
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