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It is widely recognized that economic interdependence is a 

force for peace.1 When countries forge deep economic rela- 

tionships with each other, they make resorting to violence to 

settle their differences much costlier and reaching a peaceful 

resolution more prized. These relationships include bilateral 

trade in goods and services, cross-border investment, and 

supply chain integration. International migration supports 

all three. 

How do countries create economic interdependence that reduc- 

es the likelihood of conflict? Why are some countries more deep- 

ly integrated with each other while others have only weak eco- 

nomic relationships? Answering this question is key to under- 

standing how to predict and manage future international con- 

flict. The movement of people across borders – international mi- 

gration – can foster the movement of goods, services, and invest- 

ment between countries.2 Because migration is critical for build- 

ing economic interdependence, it can be a force for peace.3 

 
WHAT’S THE TAKEAWAY? 

Economic interdependence has 
long been a force for peace. 

Because international migration 
fosters economic 
interdependence, it also 
reduces international conflict. 

A new measure of bilateral 
trade generated by migrants 
confirms that migration 
contributes to peace. 

Recent calls to restrict 
immigration in many countries 
could be troubling for the 
prevention of violent conflict. 
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ECONOMIC INTERDEPENDENCE FOSTERS 
PEACE 

The idea that economic interdependence reduces 

war has a distinguished intellectual history. With 

origins in the works of Kant and Montesquieu, this 

idea has evolved into the central component of the 

“liberal peace” in international relations.4 Interde- 

pendence emerges when traders and consumers 

across borders grow accustomed to, and reliant 

on, the exchange of goods and access to foreign 

markets. When countries find themselves in dis- 

putes that could result in violence, they must con- 

sider the damage war would cause to their rela- 

tionship. The prospect of severe economic disrup- 

tion forces leaders to think twice about using mili- 

tary force. As Russett puts it, “if we bomb the cities 

or factories of a close trading partner—where we 

are likely to have heavy private investments—we 

are bombing our own markets, suppliers, and even 

the property of our own nationals.”5 

The large costs of war incentivize interdependent 

countries to resolve their differences peacefully, as 

citizens and interest groups would withdraw sup- 

port from leaders who engage in reckless conflict 

and jeopardize commerce. A great deal of evidence 

from international relations and economics con- 

firms that economic interdependence leads to a 

reduced likelihood of conflict.6 The key question 

that follows is: why do some countries experience 

deep economic integration while others fail to fos- 

ter economic interdependence? How do countries 

build deep linkages that foster peace? 

INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION FOSTERS ECO- 
NOMIC INTERDEPENDENCE 

A key driver of interdependence—and, therefore, 

of peace—is migration. Cross-border migrant net- 

works play a critical role in facilitating trade flows. 

This idea is borne out by the historical record. The 

Maghribi traders’ coalition was an 11th century 

migrant diaspora that provided the institutions 

necessary to carry out long-distance trade in the 

Mediterranean.7 Groups like the Phoenicians, Ar- 

menians, and Lebanese Christians all drew on 

“trade diasporas” that proved vital to promoting 

nascent global commerce. 8 

Accompanying these anecdotes is a rich body of 

economic theory that identifies three key mecha- 

nisms linking migration to trade. First, migrant 

networks help trading partners learn about eco- 

nomic opportunities by providing them infor- 

mation about their homeland. Migrants share their 

knowledge of consumer preferences, labor quality, 

and business opportunities in their country of 

origin—the kind of knowledge that is essential to 

develop cross-border economic relationships but 

difficult to acquire via formal routes. For example, 

the “Bamboo Network,” composed of Chinese busi- 

nessmen in Southeast Asia, provides Chinese firms 

with information and trading opportunities.9 

Migrants also provide informal contract enforce- 

ment mechanisms that help traders manage the 

risky business of international commerce. Migrant 

networks allow trading partners to credibly 

threaten collective punishment should one mem- 

ber violate an agreement. Especially in contexts 

where governments struggle to enforce contracts, 

migrants serve as effective substitutes for the rule 

of law, holding partners accountable by cutting 

them off from future business opportunities 

should they break an agreement.10 Finally, mi- 

grants influence the consumption choices of social 

networks in their host communities, making goods 

produced abroad more fashionable and further 

boosting imports from their homelands.11 This 

“taste” effect of migration substantially increases 

bilateral trade.12 

When migrants increase trade between countries, 

they are building the kind of relationships that fos- 

ter economic interdependence. In doing so, inter- 

national migration raises the “opportunity costs” 
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of war: violent conflict would result in a loss in 

gains from the increased trade that migrant net- 

works bring. This reduces the utility of resorting 

to violence in the event of a dispute for fear of 

sparking a conflict that disrupts cross-border- 

exchange. 

In short, the movement of people across borders 

creates stronger economic interdependence be- 

tween countries. This stronger economic interde- 

pendence, which we can attribute to migrant net- 

works, reduces the likelihood of violent interna- 

tional conflict. 

MEASURING THE MIGRATION-TRADE CON- 
NECTION 

The insight that migration reduces conflict via 

strengthening economic interdependence has 

deep intellectual roots, but evaluating it proves 

challenging. The challenge involves answering a 

thorny question: how much of the trade between 

countries can be attributed to migrant networks? 

We overcome this challenge by using a workhorse 

model from economics: the gravity model of trade. 

Borrowing from Newton’s law of gravity, the gravi- 

ty model suggests that the “natural” volume of 

trade between two countries can be attributed to 

the market size of each country and distance be- 

tween them.13 We use the gravity model to esti- 

mate the “natural” amount of bilateral trade be- 

tween every country pair. Then, we add to this 

model the total size of the bilateral migrant popu- 

lation for each country pair in each year. For ex- 

ample, for the United States and China, we add the 

number of migrants from China residing in the 

United States and the number of migrants from the 

United States residing in China. We use this second 

model to estimate the total amount of trade due to 

migrant networks in addition to the “natural” level 

of trade. Finally, we take the difference in the 

amount of trade predicted by these two models. 

This difference is an estimate of the amount of 

trade that is attributable to migrant networks. 

Figure 1 shows our measure of migration- 

generated trade between 1970 and 2010 for four 

country pairs: China-United States, Turkey-United 

Kingdom, India-United States, and Bangladesh- 

India. These country pairs experienced significant 

migration over time and are closely related to re- 

cent concerns about migration and conflict. Our 

measure is positive in more than 85 percent of all 

annual country pairs, reflecting that migrant net- 

works are consistently associated with increased 

trade. 

THE EVIDENCE 

We use our novel measure of migration-generated 

trade in statistical models of conflict between 

1970 and 2010. Our findings are quite consistent: 

on average, when migrant networks generate 

greater trade, countries are less likely to end up in 

conflicts. These findings support the idea that mi- 

gration contributes to peace by deepening eco- 

nomic interdependence. Remarkably, migration- 

generated trade contributes to less conflict be- 

tween neighboring countries, which are most con- 

flict-prone and may stand to benefit most from 

migration. Our results suggest that over several 

decades, the trading relationships that migrants 

Figure 1: Migration-Generated Trade for Country Pairs  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: Author’s estimates. Y-axis is in log scale & measured in  
2015 US $ (millions). 
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create are responsible for substantially reduced 

conflict. This is especially the case for developing 

countries, and for developed and developing 

countries. 

To make sure we identify a robust relationship 

between migration-generated trade and reduced 

conflict, we perform additional analyses. We ac- 

count for alternative explanations and confound- 

ing factors, including total bilateral trade, politi- 

cal institutions and affinity, military capabilities, 

and economic development. We use two 

measures of conflict and limit the models to ana- 

lyze country pairs that are neighbors or include 

powerful countries. Finally, we use an array of 

modeling strategies. All results confirm the origi- 

nal finding. 

IMPLICATIONS 

While many suggest that migration contributes 

to greater conflict,14 we instead show that it can 

foster peace. Prior analyses linking migration to 

conflict fail to recognize that flows of people cre- 

ate economic interdependence that makes coun- 

tries think twice about resorting to violence to 

settle disputes. If peace is a key goal, policy mak- 

ers should consider the role migration can play. 

Many suggest that the liberal international order, 

led by the United States, is in crisis.15 In recent 

years, advanced democracies have witnessed a 

strong backlash against international migration. 

If the erosion of the liberal order continues to 

chip away at migration, it will likely have nega- 

tive implications for long-run peace. Declining mi- 

gration would afford fewer opportunities to forge 

economic interdependence, increasing the likeli- 

hood of conflict. Resisting calls to further restrict 

immigration could be critical to preserving the 

present order and limiting war. 

 
Benjamin Helms is an Assistant Professor at the Bush 

School of Government & Public Service and a 

Research Fellow with the Mosbacher Institute at 

Texas A&M University. 
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