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RESEARCH ARTICLES 

 

Limitations on Transnational Practices amongst Polish-born Teenagers 

living in the UK 
 
 

Sara YOUNG 
 
 

Abstract. Polish accession to the European Union (EU) in 2004 led to an upsurge in the 
number of Poles coming to the UK. This prompted an increased research interest in mobility 
and transnational practices amongst Polish migrants, transnationalism here being 
understood as the way that individuals endeavour to maintain their identity across two (or 
more) cultures and countries. However, while much attention has been paid to adult 
migrants, only recently has research focused on those under the age of eighteen. This paper 
is based on my doctoral study investigating how Polish-born adolescents resident in the UK 
negotiate the construction of their ethnic and linguistic identity, including the extent to which 
they engage in transnational practices.  The study explored the narratives of eleven 
adolescents (aged 11-16) living in small Polish communities in semi-rural settings in southern 
England. Findings suggest that while it appears important for these younger migrants to 
maintain a connection with Poland, the scope to develop transnational identities is restricted 
in a number of ways, and is more limited than for adults. Nonetheless, maintaining 
transnational practices does appear an integral part of these adolescents’ lives as they 
negotiate their lives in both countries. 
 
Keywords: Polish migration, young people, transnationalism, identity studies 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Polish accession to the European Union (EU) in 2004 led to an upsurge in the 

number of Poles coming to the UK; in response, a large body of work emerged that 

sought to explore this new mobility. There was also increased scholarly research 

interest in the engagement with transnationalism by Polish migrants and the 

development of a transnational identity, transnationalism here being seen as the 

way that people attempt to maintain their identity across two (or more) cultures and 

countries (Block 2006). While transnational practices are not new, the underlying life 

expectations of migrants participating in such activities had changed. Previously, 



                      
Sara YOUNG 

JIMS - Volume 14, number 1, 2020 
 

4 
 

Poles had left Poland with little hope of returning; however, the changed regime 

post-1989 enabled a greater unofficial flexibility of movement (Burrell 2008; 

Morawska 2001). The changes of 2004, resulting in such economic migration 

becoming legalised, meant that back and forth mobility increased still further, 

arguably allowing for the creation of transnational identities to take on a greater 

resonance. 

However, while much attention has been paid to adult migrants, only 

recently has research focused on those individuals who migrated under the age of 

eighteen, often coming to the UK with their parents, or to stay with another relative. 

These may be regarded as the 1.5 generation, defined by Benesch (2008, 294) as 

those individuals who have undertaken most of their secondary, and perhaps 

primary, education in the host country. This demographic was the focus of my 

doctoral study investigating how Polish-born adolescents resident in the UK 

negotiate the construction of their ethnic and linguistic identity; this included an 

examination of the extent to which they engage in transnational practices.  The 

research explored the narratives of eleven adolescents (aged 11-16) living in small 

Polish communities in semi-rural settings in southern England. While the adolescents 

in the study had each come to the UK at different points in their lives, given their 

attendance at secondary school (and for some, primary school) in England and their 

plans to remain in the UK, Benesch’s definition of belonging to the 1.5 generation as 

cited above may be seen to apply to them all. 

Findings of the research suggest that while it appears important for these 

younger migrants to maintain a connection with Poland, the scope to develop 

transnational identities is restricted in a number of ways, and is more limited than 

for adults. Nonetheless, maintaining transnational practices does appear an integral 

part of these adolescents’ lives as they negotiate their lives in both countries. 

 
Transnationalism 

 

Transnationalism is here understood as the way that individuals endeavour 

to maintain their identity across two (or more) cultures and countries, involving 

‘simultaneous, social, political and economic ties with two or more nation states’ 

(Block 2006, 19), and how this transition is managed. It is important to recognise that 

transnational practices and identities are not new (Morawska 2001); Vertovec (2009, 

3) reminds us that migrants have often maintained ‘some form of contact with family 
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and others in their homelands’. However, such practices have changed in a 

contemporary context (Levitt, De Wind and Vertovec 2003); moreover, the speed at 

which people may now be in contact either physically or virtually has had a major 

impact on transnational practices (De Fina and Perrino 2013). Modern day 

transnational practices include a variety of activities such as staying in regular 

contact with home or keeping up with events there (Vertovec 2009); transnational 

parenting is another contemporary practice (Bell and Erdal 2015). 

However, as argued by Staeheliand and Nagel (2006, 1603), ‘the nature of 

these [transnational] links may vary widely’; they are dependent on the 

circumstances and setting of an individual (Duff 2015). The importance of 

maintaining transnational connections also varies according to the individual (Levitt, 

DeWind and Vertovec 2003; Vertovec 2009), and transnational identities might vary, 

both in manifestations and in ‘strength’ (Levitt, De Wind and Vertovec 2003, 569). 

Thus, transnational identities may not necessarily be relevant to all individuals, or 

even available to them (Block 2006). Thus, while nowadays there may be greater 

scope to engage in transnational practices, it does not necessarily follow that the 

creation or maintenance of a transnational identity is available or relevant to 

everyone. 

Nonetheless, transnationalism does seem to play an important role in the 

lives of Polish migrants (Engbersen, Snel and de Boom 2010; Erdel and Lewicki 2016). 

UK-based Polish organisations encourage Poles to maintain links with Poland (see 

Zechenter 2015), while EU freedom of movement during the 2000s and early 2010s, 

together with the availability of cheap flights, allowed Polish migrants living in the 

UK ‘to fly back and forth’ with relative ease (Burrell 2011b, 1025). However, even 

before the confirmation of Britain leaving the EU in 2020, currently expected to 

result in the imposition of restrictions on free movement, there were suspicions that 

the ease of travel enjoyed by EU citizens between Britain and their home country 

may be coming to ‘an end’ (Viña 2016, np). 

The concern over convenient transportation aside, the literature highlights 

further difficulties of maintaining a transnational identity. One of these is through 

language attrition (cf. Köpke and Schmid 2004), either through loss of the home 

language, or through no longer being familiar with a certain manner of speaking the 

language. In her biographical work Lost in Translation, Eva Hoffman (1989) describes 

her realisation that the way she might speak with her classmates in Poland would 

have been quite a different style of talk than that which she might hope to enjoy 
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with her peers in Canada. Moreover, Bell and Erdal (2015, 91) argue that regardless 

of the various technological ways of staying in touch with family, many migrants feel 

that, ‘the lack of physical contact would make their everyday life-worlds diverge’. 

While a substantial amount of research on adolescents is found in 

‘anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, and sociolinguistics’ (Cooke 2008, 24), in 

regard to transnationalism, ‘the role of children is still to be fully understood’ (Sime 

and Fox 2015, 2). Indeed, as Duff (2015, 57) points out, it is only relatively recently 

that attention has been given to the experiences of younger individuals. Adolescents’ 

experiences of migration are different from those of adults: it therefore follows that 

transnationalism will mean something different to younger migrants. Such children 

are likely to have undergone their education in different countries; they may have 

moved ‘with or without intact nuclear families’ (Duff 2015, 66). These experiences 

may have affected the children’s ability and/or desire to participate in transnational 

practices, or to create transnational identities. 

Similarly, despite the wealth of literature on Polish migration, until more 

recently (see Young 2018), less attention has been paid to the experiences of Polish 

adolescent migrants (Moskal 2014; Pustułka 2014; Slany and Strzemecka 2016), and 

on how younger migrants from Poland may construct transnational identities. While 

work in Polish migration has emphasised the mobility associated with Polish 

migrants, such studies have often focused on the experiences of those over the age 

of eighteen (e.g. Burrell 2011b; Ryan et al. 2009). The adolescent experience has also 

been lacking in transnationalism studies. A range of work has emerged on how 

transnationalism has changed through the ‘second generation’, such as Gowrichan’s 

(2009) study of Hindustanis in the Netherlands, and Lee’s (2011) work on Tongans in 

Australia; while in the Polish context, Pustułka (2015) has examined transnational 

practices amongst Polish families. However, less work has focused on adolescents 

specifically, and particularly on those who were born outside the host country. Yet, 

as will be demonstrated below, adolescents may have differing transnational 

practices from those available to adults: the transnational activities that are 

highlighted in studies looking at families or adults are not always accessible to the 

adolescents described in this paper. 

 
The study 

 
The study was designed as a narrative inquiry, a narrative approach being 

seen as especially useful for investigating people’s experiences in the way it places 
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the focus on the individual: through encouraging participants to tell their stories 

(Bamberg 2005), narrative ‘privileges positionality and subjectivity’ (Riessman 2002, 

696). Thus, the data collection consisted primarily of qualitative interviews, with 

other methodological tools drawn upon to supplement this. Prior to the interviews, 

I observed a Polish class at Grovesham; participants were also given a brief 

questionnaire to complete. 

Unlike much identity work in migration studies and applied linguistics, which 

is located in urban settings (Rasinger 2012, 33), and often home to large Polish 

communities, I deliberately chose semi-rural towns in south-east England with small 

Polish communities, where I recruited participants from two settings. The first of 

these was Grovesham, a state secondary school of 1300 students, of whom 

approximately 20 are Polish. The school is located in Fieldstone, a town of 60,000 

inhabitants, with a small, post-2004 Polish community and a predominantly White 

demographic of 85.2%; ‘White’ being defined as ‘English/ Welsh/ Scottish/ Northern 

Irish/ British’ (ONS, 2011). The second setting was St. Ferdinand’s Polish Saturday 

school; it is situated in Steadton, a small town of 15,000 inhabitants. Similar to 

Fieldstone, the demographic is White 89.2%. Polish presence in the town dates back 

to World War II, although the current community is small. In the 2016 Referendum, 

Fieldstone had a Leave majority of 50.5%, while the area around Steadton had a 

Remain majority of 55% (Electoral Commission 2017).  

The criteria for selecting participants were that they had been born in Poland 

and were of UK secondary school age. Having been born in Poland, and partially 

educated there, even only at nursery school, it was likely the adolescents would 

speak some level of Polish at home, and that they may have some memories of living 

in Poland. Attending secondary school in the UK, they would be expected to operate 

in English. The participants were therefore bilingual in that they had access to both 

languages, regardless of their levels of competency in each (Li Wei 2007, 14; 

Pavlenko 2001, 317-8). 

The participants were five girls and six boys, aged 11-16. They had all come 

to the UK with their families post-2004, although with different migration 

trajectories. While some had left Poland as young children, others had arrived more 

recently. A few had come directly to the town where they were currently living, 

although most had lived for a time in other countries, or in different towns in the UK. 

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the UCL Institute of Education; 

participants and gatekeepers, including school heads as well as parents, were 
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required to sign a consent form, while the transcriber was requested to sign a 

confidentiality form. The names of all locations and participants in the study were 

anonymised. 

The fieldwork was conducted between January and May 2016, when I held 

three blocks of hour-long sessions: three sessions at Grovesham through January and 

February; two sessions in March at St. Ferdinand’s; and a final block of three sessions 

at Grovesham in May. Drawing on the notion of group interviews as ice breakers 

(Robson and McCartan 2016: 299), I conducted small group or pair interviews during 

the initial sessions, before holding individual interviews in May with some of the 

participants. As advised by Habermas and Paha (2001), it is advisable to hold shorter 

interviews with younger participants; accordingly, the interviews at Grovesham 

lasted between 10-25 minutes, while the two pair interviews held at St. Ferdinand’s 

with older participants were 45 minutes. 

The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed by the researcher. The 

data was analysed initially with a thematic analysis, before a more detailed analysis 

was undertaken using discourse analysis. Here, I drew on van Dijk (2000, 35), who 

sees discourse analysis as a systematic way of describing ‘the various structures and 

strategies of text or talk’ and how they correspond ‘to the social […] or political 

context’. This allowed me to examine the way the adolescents positioned themselves 

within their narratives, and how they saw their relationship with the wider context. 

The findings of the study are presented in the following section. 

 
Findings: Transnational experiences 

 
The adolescents’ stories suggested a number of ways in which they 

maintained links with Poland. Sustaining these associations appeared to be an 

important part of their lives, and they showed themselves aware of the need to 

maintain a connection that brought together aspects of Poland with their lives in 

England. In a conversation about sport, for example, the boys named several Polish 

footballers who play in the English football league; they were familiar with the teams 

for which they played, and cited various well-known players, such as the one-time 

Arsenal goalkeeper Wojciech Szczęsny. 

However, when I asked about football in Poland, twelve-year-old Tomasz 

was proud to announce that he continued to follow the football team of his home 

town in Poland. 
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Sara: What about Polish [football] teams? 

Tomasz:  I support one. […] it’s like my uncle’s a very big supporter, my cousin’s a 

very big supporter, it’s like all the family. So it goes like nearly on all the matches. 

Tomasz moved to the UK with his parents at the age of four. Yet here, he 

describes an activity which allows him to maintain a relationship not only with his 

football team, and thus an ongoing connection with his home town, but also a link 

with members of his family who continue to attend matches in the town regularly. 

That Tomasz’s close affiliation with home in Poland endures, was also 

illustrated by the way he described his grandfather’s home in an earlier conversation, 

referring to it as ‘u mnie’, ‘at my place’. The same phrase was used by Filip, aged 

thirteen, during a discussion about recycling facilities in Poland: ‘u mnie w Polsce jest 

zawsze tylko jeden kontener’ (‘at my place there is only one container [for 

recycling]’). Filip had only left Poland eighteen months previously; nonetheless, he 

expresses a strong desire to remain in the UK, where he plans to become a vet. Yet, 

as for Tomasz, Filip’s use of the phrase ‘u mnie’ suggests that he still regards Poland 

as very much still part of his life. 

However, according to the accounts given by several of the adolescents, trips 

to Poland remain subject to certain constraints. In a pair interview, Sylwia, aged 11, 

describes the factors which impact on the frequency of her family’s visits to Poland. 

Sara: How often do you go back to visit? 

Sylwia:  Like every year, on a half term, like, if, in August, when it’s – but now I think 

we can’t because we have too little money and – er, the aeroplane tickets are now 

too much money. Every year it goes more and more money for the aeroplane, so, 

we don’t think we’re gonna go this year. 

According to Sylwia, the first restriction is that the timing of visits to Poland 

are dictated primarily by the school holidays: the family can travel either during the 

half term break, or the long summer holiday in August. However, there is also a 

financial consideration, and an awareness on Sylwia’s part of the rising cost of air 

travel, something that had been highlighted in the press (e.g. Starmer-Smith 2009). 

The issue of cost is also reflected in the account given by twelve-year-old Yamina. 

She describes how the family has to choose between visiting Poland, her mother’s 

country of origin, and Algeria, where her father was born. 

Sara: Have you been to Algeria? 
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Yamina: […] I go to Poland as well as Algeria and I go to Poland again and then I go 

to Algeria again. But this time, because we didn’t have enough money to get, cos we 

drive to Poland from England, we’re gonna to go Poland again this year. Even though 

we’ve been last year, because we didn’t have enough money to erm, get an airplane. 

Sylwia’s reference to the increase in airfares: ‘every year it goes more and 

more money for the aeroplane’ runs counter to the apparent availability of cheap 

airfares highlighted by Burrell (2011a). Efforts by Yamina’s family to alternate 

between visiting family in Algeria and Poland are also restricted by economic factors. 

Yamina later explains how this year they have decided that Poland is a less expensive 

option as they can ‘drive to Poland from England’. 

Twelve-year-old Ryszard also explained how financial considerations 

determined the timing of a family trip to Poland. For his family, it was more 

economical to arrange a visit during the long summer break: 

because if you like, if you wanna go to Poland […] you don’t have to pay like for the 

by going by car for petrol there and back or by plane going there and back. There 

and back, there and back, you might as well just go on one ticket, there and back for 

a long time, so it’s cheaper. 

Similar issues were raised by other participants; these experiences thus 

indicate that while visiting Poland remains a regular part of the adolescents’ lives, 

the frequency with which they can do this is, as White (2017) asserts, curtailed by 

school obligations in the UK and financial considerations. 

One additional problem faced by two of the adolescents, Marek and Anna, 

both aged fourteen, is that their parents are divorced; for each of them, it is their 

father who has stayed in Poland. The issue of separated parents living in different 

countries may be an increasing issue for Polish children: research in Polish studies 

has noted a shift towards female-driven migration, whereby it is the mother of a 

family who initiates the migration from Poland (Ryan 2008; White 2017). Visits to 

Poland may therefore cause additional emotional upheaval for the children; Marek 

hints at the sense of disjuncture he faces when returning to England at the end of 

the summer spent in Poland. 

Sara: When you go to Poland, do you miss England, or when you come back to 

England, do you miss Poland? 

Marek: Hm – honestly, it’s just I go to Poland then I, it’s – I don’t know, I miss Poland 

and then I get over it and then it’s back to normal. It’s just, you know – every year’s 
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similar. I’ve learned to deal with it, I’m just like, ok, I’ll go and come back and then 

next year will be the same! 

Marek’s disjointed syntax as he attempts to articulate his feelings – ‘it’s just 

I go to Poland then I, it’s – I don’t know’ may be interpreted as a reflection of the 

mixed emotions Marek experiences as he must move from one location to the other. 

His sense of resignation as he recognises it is something he has to ‘deal with’ every 

summer is suggested by Marek’s final jaded exclamation ‘and next year will be the 

same!’. 

Another issue that was raised by both Marek and Anna in regard to 

maintaining their relationship with their fathers, is the question of language. For 

Marek, the limited English language competency of his father, who nonetheless 

‘does speak some words, some sentences and stuff’, has become a joke which the 

two of them are able to share. For Anna, however, the situation is less a matter for 

humour, but more of her need to maintain her Polish; she explains: 

my Dad can’t speak English so I have to talk to him in Polish […] so I think if I, if I 

didn’t – if he could speak English I probably wouldn’t know Polish as well so it’s kind 

of like I HAVE to know Polish to be able to speak with him. 

While Marek and Anna are anxious to sustain a relationship with their 

fathers, for other adolescents, there is a general concern about retaining a solid 

enough knowledge of Polish to allow them to stay in touch with other family 

members. One example is fourteen-year-old Krystyna, who asserts a strong desire to 

maintain her level of Polish, explaining: ‘I wouldn’t want to forget the language. I 

have a lot of family that are still there [in Poland] and I definitely want to keep in 

contact with them’. 

At the same time, others expressed concern that they were losing their 

Polish language skills, and worried that this would impact on their relationships. 

Fifteen-year-old Beata is slightly agitated to find that, even though she has been in 

England for under two years, she is losing her Polish ‘like a little bit’. While Anna was 

attempting to maintain her linguistic competency, she also spoke of the difficulty in 

making friends when she visited Poland, due to her limited knowledge of the 

language; Marek also complained that he found himself unable to understand jokes. 

Nonetheless, all of the adolescents in the study were regularly attending 

Polish language classes. On the one hand, the adolescents’ endeavour to maintain 

their Polish language, even as they were working hard on improving their English 

language competency to succeed in school, illustrates a further way in which they 
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may be seen as attempting to engage in transnational practices. While there were 

several motivations for the adolescents to continue with Polish classes, a fuller 

investigation of which lies beyond the remit of this paper, part of the motivation for 

attending language lessons was to maintain verbal contact with friends and family 

back in Poland. Yet at the same time, despite this, their efforts at communication 

were stymied by their lack of fluency in Polish. 

The adolescents’ accounts thereby illustrate that, however long they have 

been in the UK, they continue to maintain contact with Poland; they are anxious that 

it remains part of their consciousness even as they embrace their lives in the UK. 

They show themselves as active participants in transnational practices, which they 

endeavour to sustain even when such activities may be restricted to them. 

 

Discussion 

 

As noted above, studies have highlighted the ‘liquid migration’ (Engbersen, 

Snel and de Boom 2010) enjoyed by Polish migrants since Poland’s accession to the 

EU in 2004. The availability of cheap air transport has been cited as facilitating the 

mobility of Polish migrants (Burrell 2008, 367; 2011a; see also Bell and Erdal 2015) 

and as a way of doing transnationalism (Vertovec 2009, 18). Yet such effortless 

mobility is not reflected in the experiences recounted by the adolescents’ stories 

presented here. While all the study participants spoke of trying to visit Poland on at 

least an annual basis, and described visits from family members from Poland to 

England, the frequency of such visits was limited by a number of factors. The first 

reason related to the economic situation of their families, as illustrated by the 

accounts given by Sylwia, Yamina and Ryszard; financial reasons also restrict 

Yamina’s ability to form a transnational relationship with Algeria, her father’s 

country of birth. Other participants explained that their parents are in low-paid work, 

or unemployed, and that the airfare to and from Poland often proves prohibitive. 

It must be remembered that a noticeable increase in airfares had occurred 

over the previous few years, leading to a reduction in the number of UK-Poland 

routes operating (Starmer-Smith 2009). Yet the experiences recounted by Yamina 

and Sylwia also echo Bauman (2000), who cautions that transnational freedoms are 

often a privilege only of the elite classes, who enjoy wider economic freedom. This 

accordingly reflects the classed nature of migration, social class being understood 

here as ‘the composite of wealth, occupation, education and symbolic behaviour’ 
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(Block 2006, 35). The difference between the ‘lifestyle migration’ for those ‘relatively 

affluent individuals of all ages’ (Benson and O’Reilly 2009, 609), and migration driven 

by the need ‘for work or asylum’ (O’Reilly 2007, 281) thus becomes clear, a 

distinction also highlighted by Johansson and Śliwa (2016) in their exploration of 

social and organisational differentiation amongst Polish migrants in the UK. It may 

also be seen that those individuals who possess greater capital – both financial and 

symbolic – have the advantage of enjoying greater mobility, including the flexibility 

to travel back and forth (see Oliver and O’Reilly 2010). As such, these individuals are 

arguably more able to build transnational identities in a way that is not necessarily 

available to those who have less capital at their disposal. 

For younger migrants also, transnational mobility is further restricted by the 

demands of the school timetable. As White notes (2017), unlike the single young 

adult migrants whose experiences are the focus of much work on migration, the 

constraints of the legal requirements of school attendance mean that adolescents 

cannot travel whenever they wish. Nor are adolescents necessarily able to decide 

when trips to Poland can take place. Rather, this is more likely to be decided by 

parents, in the same way that adolescents are often excluded from discussions over 

the original migratory decision (Slany and Strzemecka 2016). 

Another difficulty confronted by some of the adolescents is the emotional 

impact of traveling between the two countries. Marek’s description of visiting Poland 

every summer to see his father suggests they enjoy a warm relationship; thus Marek 

finds it difficult returning to England. This echoes findings by Slany and Strzemecka 

(2016, 24): in a study of Polish children living in Norway, one participant talks about 

missing her grandmother, explaining ‘[w]henever I visit Poland, I don’t have the heart 

to leave for Norway’. For younger migrants, it may be harder to live far away from 

family members than it is for older individuals, and thus to enjoy a transnational 

identity; this may be even more difficult for children with divorced parents who are 

living in separate countries, as for Anna and Marek. 

Despite this, however, the adolescents are able to maintain a connection 

with Poland through various technologies. On the one hand, it must be remembered 

that not all migrants have access to the technology which can help facilitate a 

transnational existence, such as mobile phones or satellite television (Vertovec 

2009), nor is it always a method of staying in contact that is embraced (Pustułka 

2015). For the adolescents here, however, a range of technological tools are 

available, thus allowing them to sustain such contact. Free or inexpensive telephone 
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calls or texts, along with Skype, facilitate communication with friends and family in 

Poland; these habits reflect findings on the transnational practices of other Polish 

migrants (e.g. Bell and Erdal 2015). That said, the ease of technological contact aside, 

Pustułka (2015, 115) also raises the question of whether such technologies can 

replicate the physical intimacy of everyday contact, given ‘the combined temporal 

and spatial distance that invariably results in the process of “growing apart” affecting 

certain migrants and their relationships’. Moreover, maintaining written or spoken 

contact via technology also requires the use of language; as is argued here, the 

gradual loss of the home language may prove an increasing barrier to successful 

communication. 

In addition to direct communication with friends or family, Erdal and Lewicki 

(2016) also suggest that access to satellite television and streaming programmes via 

the internet are further technologically facilitated methods through which people 

may choose to maintain links with their country of origin. Several of the adolescents 

here mention watching Polish television, partly for entertainment but also to learn 

the news from Poland. Yet this activity too may be hampered by a lack of linguistic 

competency. 

As reflected in the accounts given by the adolescents in this study, younger 

migrants often become more fluent in the language of the host country, due to their 

attendance at school where they are usually instructed in the language of that 

country. It has been argued that in the UK, state school policies and practices are 

often underpinned by an ideology of monolingualism, discouraging students to use 

their home language(s) in favour of acquiring the dominant language of the host 

country (García and Li Wei 2014). In work on language attrition, Köpke and Schmid 

(2004, np) assert that ‘the younger the child is when the language of her 

environment changes, the faster and deeper she will attrite’, that is, lose her 

competency in her home language. To counter this potential loss, parents may 

encourage maintenance of the home language through attending additional Polish 

classes, an activity in which many of the adolescents in this study show themselves 

willing to participate. Yet even with such exposure to the home language, familiar 

ways of speaking, especially amongst younger people, are not necessarily learnt by 

migrant adolescents, making it harder for them to maintain successful 

communication with friends and family in the home country. 

Other ways of maintaining links with Poland included the way that Tomasz 

continues to follow his local Polish football team, while other boys displayed their 
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knowledge of Polish footballers who play for English teams. Some of the boys also 

talked of discussing Polish current affairs and politics with friends and family both in 

the UK and in Poland. This chimes with the notion of transnationalism as a conscious 

engagement with various aspects of life in both the home and host country (Levitt, 

DeWind and Vertovec 2003). Such ways of sustaining contact with Poland may be 

particularly important for these adolescents when physical visits to the country are 

curtailed. It can therefore be seen that, regardless of the limitations on visiting 

Poland, the adolescents each engage in several different transnational practices, 

although the type of activity varies amongst them. This appears to echo the literature 

in the field, which suggests that those migrant individuals who choose to participate 

in transnational activities, ‘do so with considerable variation in the sectors, levels, 

strength, and formality of their involvement’ (Levitt, DeWind and Vertovec 2003, 

569). The study’s findings also support the view that adolescents’ experience of 

transnationalism must be seen as different to that of adults (White 2017). 

 

Conclusion 

 

Thus, the accounts presented here suggest that transnationalism may be 

seen to play some part in the lives of these adolescents, and that each of them 

engages in transactional activities to varying degrees. However, it must be 

recognised that such activities may differ from those enjoyed by adult migrants. The 

stories told by the adolescents often demonstrate the limitations on their 

movement, and the freedom with which they can physically visit Poland; while there 

may be other ways in which they maintain a relationship with Poland, difficulties 

remain nevertheless, especially for those whose parents live in different countries. 

A further element that may hamper successful transnational practices amongst the 

younger, 1.5 generation is that of attrition in the home language. Notwithstanding 

the efforts being taken to ameliorate this problem, the adolescents here all testify 

to struggling with the issues of language. 

Exploring the variety of transnational activities undertaken by the 

participants in this study thus casts a light on the difficulties they face in navigating 

their relationships with their home and host countries. At a time when greater 

limitations on cheap and easy mobility may come into existence, whether through 

government migration policies, or reductions in air travel driven by the climate crisis, 

it is imperative for scholars to remain alert to the evolving challenges involved in 

individuals’ engagement in transnational practices. 
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Abstract. Drawing on John Berry’s seminal work in acculturation theory, this study employs 
focus group methodology to seek deeper insight into the education-specific acculturation 
process of high-skill immigrant parents in the United States as they help their children 
navigate the American public education system for maximum academic and professional 
achievement. Without attempts to generalize to the culturally diverse population of high-skill 
immigrants in America, findings suggest that high-skill immigrant parents may favor a 
separation strategy in the educational domain as they skeptically evaluate the structural 
arrangements of the egalitarian, child-centered public education system in the United States. 
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Introduction 

The rapidly changing face of immigration to Western countries have had 

widespread implications in the economic, political and cultural spheres of both 

sending and receiving societies. Developments over the past decade illustrate a 

fundamental change in the nature of immigration to the United States. In 2011, the 

percentage of immigrants with a bachelor’s degree surpassed the percentage of 

immigrants with less than a high school education for the first time in the country’s 

history (Camarita, 2012). Relative to the native population, new arrivals are more 

likely to have at least a college education compared to the native population and to 

possess skills suited for the information-based economy of western societies. This 

profile often includes college-educated individuals originating from relatively well-

to-do echelons of their countries of origin and who often arrive in the United States 

for graduate school or high-skill employment.  

High-skill immigrants have often been described as great contributors to 

western economies that need them to fill positions for which a sufficiently large pool 

of native-born candidates is not available (Kaushal, 2006) As employers struggle to 
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hire for certain positions, policy makers have been quick to point out that immigrants 

bring skill sets that are currently critical for western economies, especially in 

projected growth industries such as construction and health care. In the US, it has 

been estimated that over 230,000 science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics (STEM) jobs requiring an advanced degree would be left unfilled by 

2020 even if every U.S.-born STEM graduate were to finds a job in their field.  

Not only are western countries in a global competition to attract and retain 

human capital but because populations in these countries are rapidly aging, the 

potential of more unfilled jobs and talent shortages is expected to impede necessary 

economic growth. Finally, immigrants with language skills and international linkages 

are believed to open new, global business and trade opportunities that are highly 

desirable for national economies with global ties. Immigrants are now today twice 

as likely to found businesses as their native-born counterparts and are responsible 

for more than 25% of all new business creation and related job growth (Fairlie, 2015) 

While some of these immigrant-led businesses are next-generation startups and 

small businesses, many top the charts among America’s largest companies. 

Currently, more than 40 percent of Fortune 500 companies were founded by 

immigrants or the children of immigrants (Minier, 2017). Despite ample critiques of 

the desirability of unlimited economic growth (Bartolini, 2019; Liodakis, 2018), little 

attention has been paid to structural, cultural, institutional and other internal factors 

that may explain why contemporary western educational systems fail to socialize, 

educate and train their native-born populations in ways that can ensure a large 

enough pool of qualified candidates for the 21st century job market.  

While much research has been conducted on high-skill immigrants’ direct 

contributions to the economy in their worker roles, less attention has been paid to 

their indirect contributions in their parental roles as co-educators, particularly when 

compared to native parenting styles. Children of first generation high-skill 

immigrants have been repeatedly recognized for their impressive academic and 

professional achievements (Feliciano, 2017). They tend to outperform academically 

children of native-born parents from similar socio-economic backgrounds and are 

more likely to opt for high-demand majors such as STEM (Chachashvili-Bolotin, 

2019). Explanations for these outcomes include high-skill immigrant parents’ high 

expectations of children’s academic performance and the relatively advantageous 

socio-economic position of the immigrant family in the country of origins (Crul,2017); 

however, even when controlling for socio-economic status, children of high-skill 



 
Acculturation Identities in the American Public Education System 

JIMS - Volume 14, number 1, 2020 

 

21 
  

immigrants tend to outperform American-born children as long as language-related 

limitations are not involved (Suárez-Orozco, 2009).  

A closer examination of high skill immigrants’ socio-economic status reveals 

that while many such immigrants are indeed employed in relatively high-status, 

professional positions, their own family backgrounds can be of relatively modest 

origins, indicative of strong intergenerational mobility from grandparent to parent 

that began in the country of origin (Ho, 2019). Evidence abounds that high-skill 

immigrants often arrive in the US as graduates of universities from their own 

countries of origin, ready to pursue graduate degrees. Yet research that closely 

examines the roots of immigrant intergenerational mobility in the country of 

destination, which leads to further social mobility via immigration to the west, 

remains sparse.  

This study takes a closer look at the parental contributions of high-skill 

immigrants in their role of co-educators in the US public education system. In other 

words, how do immigrant parents tend to view the American public education 

system and how do they acculturate to its mandates? What do they do to ensure 

their academic and professional success at a rate higher than what their native 

counterparts do? Previous studies of immigrant parents have focused on cultural 

differences between high-skill immigrants and native parents. Few, however, have 

closely examined the parental capital that enables high-skill immigrant parents to 

adopt specific attitudes, educational and pedagogical behaviors that go beyond a 

general emphasis on ‘hard work.’ This study is particularly interested in high-skill 

immigrant parents as products of educational systems markedly different from the 

American one. Using focus group methodology, it seeks to unearth education-

specific acculturation patterns as a form of capital that may translate into 

educational advantages for children. 

 

From Traditionally-Elitist to Egalitarian Educational Systems 

 

Despite their growth and influence, first generation high-skill immigrants 

remain a relatively under-examined population as they have not traditionally been 

associated with any particular vulnerability, such as risk of maladaptation or failure 

to integrate in the country of destination. Although no definite criteria have been 

identified that can clarify who qualifies as a ‘high-skill’ immigrant, the cultural 

consensus is that this category must be in possession of abilities and skills that 
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industries compete for because such abilities and qualifications are in high demand 

and difficult to find among the native-born. In practice, more liberal definitions of 

‘high skill’ prevail, which center mainly on the possession of a bachelor’s level 

degree, despite the fact that the number of B.S. degrees in the United States has also 

been rising. The lack of clarity regarding the type of capital newcomers bring to the 

American economy - whether cognitive, skill-based, educational or cultural - has led 

to concerns that immigrants designated as ‘high-skill’ may not necessarily bring in 

contributions that could not be fostered in the country of destination, but rather 

unnecessarily increase competition over middle-class jobs for the native-born 

population.  

Such concerns parallel reservations about the relative adequacy of the US 

educational system in a globalized economy conducive to transnational living (Suter, 

2019). Discussions often betray a sense of apprehension that certain features of 

contemporary American culture, educational system or both, may lead to 

inadequate numbers of highly-qualified job market candidates and implicitly a need 

to import foreign labor in certain industries and economic sectors. The origins of 

competence in the qualifying foreign labor remain superficially examined. Most 

explanations have centered on immigrants’ advantageous socio-economic 

background in the country of origin or the psycho-social predispositions of the 

“immigrant personality” towards independence, grit and determination, which may 

cause the most fit members of sending societies to self-select for the rigors of 

seeking a better life abroad (Polavieja, 2018). Such inborn traits are believed to 

explain the immigrant paradox (Feliciano, 2017) which allows many newcomers to 

achieve in the country of destination despite structural disadvantages related to 

culture, language, and relative socio-economic position. As parents, high-skill 

immigrants pass down these forms of capital to their children which in turn facilitate 

their academic and professional success.  

A much less discussed form of parental capital that high-skill immigrants may 

endow their children with is the parents’ own educational experience in the country 

of origin as reflected in the type of educational system they were exposed to growing 

up. Education researchers have identified important distinctions between core 

assumptions of the progressive American educational agenda and those of other 

countries where traditionalist-elitist elements often still prevail (Alexander, 2001). 

Caught between egalitarian commitments to make education accessible to a highly 

diverse student body (Condron, 2011) commercialization pressures (Molnar, 2018) 
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and the western tradition of encouraging creativity and independent thinking in 

students (Nowacki, 2013) American public schools tend to experiment heavily with 

reforms (Haas, 2014). Curricula and pedagogies are continuously negotiated as 

educators struggle with consensus over standards and definitions of academic 

excellence.  

By contrast, traditionalist public educational systems prevalent in non-

western countries tend to be less concerned with inequalities in access and 

outcomes and more dedicated to identifying the maximum number of students who 

can rise to the rigors of an elitist curricula, whether through innate ability or intense 

practice of rigorous material (Alexander, 2001). Although these are public 

educational systems open to all citizens, curricula and pedagogies remain 

fundamentally exclusivist as they draw on traditionally established disciplinary 

canons. At the risk of remaining cognitively inaccessible to a large number of 

students of lower ability, this approach can favor students of higher ability from 

relatively modest backgrounds as it equips them with substantive educational and 

cultural capital necessary for significant social mobility (Wälde, 2000). The schools’ 

use of high quality educational material with rigorous content, in the form of 

textbooks and workbooks written by disciplinary experts, can compensate for the 

absence of parental educational capital in the case of students from less 

advantageous socio-economic backgrounds. They also further reinforce competence 

among students of middle and upper-middle class origins by facilitating easy parental 

access to curricula, which transforms parents into an extra set of educators or tutors 

at home. Regardless of family background, high-skill immigrants often count among 

former students who were successful within the confines of such democratically-

elitist educational systems (Peffley, 2007). 

                          

Education-Specific Acculturation Strategies Among High-Skill Immigrants 

 

Traditionally, immigration has been defined as a rational choice that 

individuals make in search of a better life. Their adaptation to host culture was 

conceptualized as a straightforward process of change that resulted in complete 

assimilation to the culture they chose to join. Berry (2003) challenged this view by 

advancing a bi-dimensional model of acculturation that simultaneously considered 

immigrant’s orientation towards home culture and receiving culture. As immigrants 

formulate accept/reject responses towards the two respective cultures, four distinct 
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acculturation strategies emerge: assimilation (embrace host culture, renounce home 

culture), integration (balance home and host culture), separation (maintain home 

culture, reject host culture) and marginalization (reject both home and host culture). 

The doubly-negative attitudes of the latter increase the immigrant’s risk of 

psychological maladjustment; however, marginalization is relatively infrequent as 

individuals cannot maintain a sense of self outside a group (Schwartz & Zamboanga, 

2008). Domain specificity theory recognizes that these strategies tend to vary across 

distinct life domains, as immigrants may be selective in rejecting, retaining, and 

adopting specific aspects from both cultures, such as seeking assimilation in 

organizational culture while opting for separation in family or educational matters 

(Keefe & Padilla, 1987; Arends-Toth & Vijver, 2006). Acculturation strategies are 

processes, not outcomes, but over the long term immigrants settle into a stable 

pattern of adaptation that encompasses both psychological well-being and socio-

cultural competence, and may range from “well-adapted” to “poorly adapted” 

(Berry, 2006).  

Despite developments in migration and acculturation theory, traditional 

models have remained influential in empirical research in education. As a result, 

foreign-born parents are often treated as a monolithic population to be contrasted 

with the native born. Moreover, due to the traditional emphasis on gender and race-

ethnicity as fundamental dimensions of diversity, immigrant parents’ acculturation 

strategies tend to take a back-seat in the evaluation of school diversity. For example, 

American schools with a certain percentage of African-American students may 

appear similarly diverse with schools where a mixture of African-American 

backgrounds and first generation African ancestry exists; yet the intersection of race-

ethnicity with original national culture can create more complex dynamics and 

implicit conflict-generating mechanisms.  

Finally, because immigration is routinely defined as a rational choice, studies 

may fail to pay attention to the differential adaptations of foreign-born parents to 

school environments, risking to miss much about the immigration experience, 

persisting cultural contrasts, and attempts at cultural survival. Thus, differences 

related to salience or resilience of original culture identity can be easily overlooked 

or attributed to variations in personality type (Van Oudenhoven & Benet-Martínez, 

2015). Such omissions may also prevail in the light of recent propositions that 

cultural differences are becoming less relevant due to cultural hybridization 

phenomena driven by globalization (Pieterse, 2015). Highly-skilled foreign-born 
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parents may be particularly prone to this homogenizing effect as public and policy 

discourses portray them as the “best and brightest” immigrants (Batalova & Lowell, 

2007), equipped with the abilities, intellect, skills and even politico-ideological views 

that should allow them a relatively unproblematic adaptation to the western home-

school partnership model.  

Foreign-born parents’ acculturation strategy, however, is an important 

dimension of their identity as it reflects intense efforts to maintain a positive sense 

of self in the process of cultural adaptation. According to social identity theory (Tajfel 

& Turner, 1979), individuals build a sense of self by placing themselves in myriad 

cultural, racial, national, ideological and other types of categories with various 

degrees of salience. As immigrants come in contact with the receiving culture, they 

can experience a sense of threat to their original culture identity which may be 

intensified by perceptions of host culture’s superior ranking in the global hierarchy 

or by pressures of dominant free-market ideologies (Stephens, 2016).  

Perceptions of inter-group hierarchy can shape acculturation strategies 

through identity management (Petriglieri, 2011). While some immigrants may resort 

to identity deletion or concealment in order to assimilate, others may seek to 

balance significantly different cultural loyalties in an attempt to maintain 

biculturalism; yet others may resist host culture values by separating into homo-

ethnic enclaves; finally, a few will build a purely individuated or marginalized 

identity.  

When it comes to education-specific acculturation, classical adaptation 

patterns may be observed in the way immigrant parents adapt to American school 

culture. When pursuing assimilation strategies, immigrant parents may see 

American education as an opportunity for children to be educated in a non-elitist 

system that parlays educational content into easier-to-digest material and 

encourages children to express themselves without reservation. By contrast, high-

skill immigrant parents shaped by democratically-elitist educational cultures may 

feel compelled to adopt a separation strategies as they may perceive the egalitarian 

American educational system as inadequate, particularly when child-entered 

pedagogies may lead to a lowering of academics standards to accommodate a wide 

range of abilities and learning-styles. Separation strategies taken to an extreme may 

result in parental ‘tigerization,’ frustration with the American education, intensive 

parental or commercial tutoring, and insistence on traditional pedagogies that yield 

maximum academic performance (Jiménez, 2013). 
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Methodology and Data Analysis 

 

The study employs focus group methodology which is an informal discussion 

among a group of selected individuals about a particular topic (Wilkinson 2004). This 

methodology has recently started to gain popularity in research of diverse social 

groups and in cross-cultural research due to its open, collective nature that enables 

in-depth discussions between a relatively small number of people, typically between 

5-8 individuals, and who also share certain social or cultural experiences 

(Liamputtong, 2011). The method is also conducive to in-depth observations on one 

specific area of interest. This allows participants to discuss the topic in greater detail 

and to explore and clarify their points of view due to the ‘group effect.’ (Stewart, 

2007; Halcomb, 2007). The moderator plays a major role in obtaining accurate 

information from focus groups participants.  

Participants for the study were recruited through a mix of author’s personal 

contacts and the snowball sampling technique. Participation criteria included being 

a first-generation immigrant parent of at least one public-school enrolled child, from 

a household where at least one partner held a college degree and worked in a 

professional capacity. A total of seven participants were recruited. Three were from 

Romania, one from Trinidad-Tobago, one from Serbia, one from Columbia and one 

from China. All of them were women although many included their husbands’ views 

as well. Prior to the focus group meeting and in-depth interviews, participants signed 

a consent form and provided additional demographic information. The focus group 

lasted approximately 2 hours and was recorded. A total of seven participants were 

recruited for the focus group. A combination of focus group methodology and in-

depth semi-structured interviews was used to collect participants’ perspective on 

their children’s experience in US public schools. The author conducted additional 

separate interviews with all respondents, taking notes on emerging themes.  

Questions were formulated to highlight participants’ acculturation process 

to the American public education system and to identify their perceptions, behavior, 

motivations and conflicts during this adaptation process. Participants engaged in a 

dialogue spurred by 13 general, open-ended questions. Topics included parental 

involvement in children’s education, volunteering at school, academics and curricula, 

homework, extra-curricular activities, standardized testing as is relates to program 

placement and admissions, family-school communication and collaboration, family 
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integration into school culture and impact of children’s education on the quality of 

life of parents’ and that of the family, in general.  

The purpose of this inquiry was not to generalize findings to a larger high-

skill immigrant population but rather to enable in-depth discussion of education-

related topics as seen through the eyes of high-skilled immigrant parents, as a shared 

social and cultural experience.  

The audiotape-recorded group discussion was be transcribed to enable data 

analysis. I used a combination of qualitative content analysis and grounded theory 

for coding and analysis. Three analysts performed an interpretive reading of the 

transcript to identify both manifest and latent content and then developed a coding 

frame through discussion and consensus, based on the frequencies of relevant 

categories. 

 

Findings 

 

Data analysis revealed four main themes related to immigrant parents’ 

experience of their children’s education in public schools: perceptions of weakness 

in academics; redefining parental involvement; perceptions of natural 

competitiveness and hierarchy formation; and family quality of life. These themes 

emerged as parents inevitably contrasted their children’s school experience in the 

US with the educational experiences, they had growing up in their home countries. 

Explanations for findings draw on the cultural, political and historical contexts of 

participants’ home countries. 

 

Perceptions of Weakness in Public School Curriculum and Pedagogy 
 

The most prevalent theme that emerged from the entire conversation was 

the perception that American public schools perpetuate a culture of ‘lite’ academics 

that fails to challenge students to ensure maximum competence, particularly among 

students of higher natural ability. This was unsurprising in the light of respondents’ 

higher socio-economic background and first-generation immigrant status, which 

have been associated with a tendency towards competitiveness. Parents felt the 

public-school system may pay lip-service to academic excellence while teaching 

relatively facile content that caters to students of naturally lower ability. As 

participants drew parallels with their own educational experiences, there was a 

sense of discomfort that students rarely get a chance to complete complex or 
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challenging work, even in “gifted and talented” or “advanced” classes or that more 

challenging materials are difficult to procure.  

The problem is it is very hard to find challenging assignments…most of the sites you 

go, they just give them work like 2+3, 5+8…I want a problem to make him think and 

finally arrive at 5+7 […..] He once came from school with a piece of paper which 

actually had some interesting problems that made him think, really nice, like we 

used to have them…; but then you look at the paper and you don’t know where that 

sheet is coming from…there’s no footnote …so when I go the parent-teacher 

conference I’ll have to ask her – where did you get this from?  

A lack of curriculum transparency emerged as another chief concern among 

participants, despite acknowledgement of time-consuming weekly blogs and emails 

teachers routinely write to keep families updated on general topics and school 

events. Parents expressed the desire to be directly involved in their children’s 

learning process; however, as schools often failed to make use of expert-authored 

quality sources such as well-written textbooks and workbooks, they often did not 

know the details of what exactly is being studied at school at any given point in time 

beyond a general topic. Parents expressed concern with the difficulty of following 

along, understanding the expected learning outcomes or the highest disciplinary 

standards their children could master for any particular unit. By invoking the 

traditional and functional simplicity of consistent textbook use, parents placed their 

children’s experience in perspective, especially as they compared it to their own 

educational experiences growing up in their home countries when their own parents 

were able to provide help by examining subject details available in the textbook.  

…One of the things I DON’T like here is that it is very hard as a parent to know what 

it is that they do at school. They just get home with papers, they don’t have actual 

textbooks and notebooks where you can just follow what they do during their days 

at school, their progress from the beginning to the end. I mean you can kind of do if 

you look at the date, but it’s not the same thing. You can maybe put them in a folder 

but it is different from what we grew up with - with everything in a notebook where 

you can see the progress…for me this is difficult. Adrian had a test a few days ago 

and I had to go and look through all the papers and kind of put together everything 

he came home with on that subject and study again based on that, but that was 

about it. Having textbooks would have been very helpful.  

Even when schools did adopt a textbook or other centralized source of 

information, parents felt it was rarely used, often kept in class, and assessments did 
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not necessarily reflect the knowledge available there. Instead, teachers tended to 

rely heavily on alternative internet-based resources of obscure provenance such as 

various hands-outs, leaflets or notes students were expected to take in class based 

on materials parents could not see. In participants’ view, this pedagogical method is 

neither student-centered nor parent-friendly. This made home-based reviewing 

difficult in the absence of a well-formulated, logical and cohesive sequence of 

disciplinary canon that families could conveniently access at home. Parents felt that 

a quality centralized source of content for every discipline would foster a culture of 

in-depth study at home and personal responsibility. This would also make it easy for 

parents to refer to the detailed textbook content to help clarify concepts or skills 

that children may fail to understand in class. Children would thus be able to master 

the highest level of standards, or at the very least, be aware of what those are and 

why they may not have been able to meet them.  

Although there were concerns with academic substance in STEM, Language 

Arts and Social Studies areas alike, the former elicited most attention from parents. 

Several participants expressed the wish that schools favored less rote work and more 

applied word problems that would challenge students to think logically, make 

complex connections, and work through several steps.  

I also think math is not strong enough… especially if we try to compare to what we 

did growing up; they start early with letters and number understanding but by 

second grade they do the same thing they did in kindergarten. We had a lot of work 

problems in the textbook, a collection of problems and exercises, so you could 

practice a lot at different levels. That’s where I think the Math works, whereas here 

they throw a problem here and there but …it’s mostly mechanical 9+5, not much 

thinking…  

The related theme of methodological diversity for basic skills emerged as a 

rather controversial aspect. Some participants felt that schools spend too much 

attempting to teach one basic skill, such as multiplication or long division, in a variety 

of ways in order to address all “learning styles” or to make students understand the 

theoretical subtext of the skill in question. According to one mother, this was not in 

the best interest of most students as it could exacerbate confusion, slow down the 

learning process, and waste time that could be better spent on practicing more 

complex material that could make use of, but is not limited to, the basic skill in 

question.  
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A lot of times we try to reinvent the wheel here and it’s like we are thinking so much 

about multiplication …but then they end up missing the point. This can make it 

harder for the children that are not so good at Math and don’t enjoy to take too 

many steps. They use so many metods to try to explain in all ways one simple 

operation that in the end, children are completely lost and they also waste a lot of 

time because they could have gotten there from the beginning quicker, so they 

could focus on something harder, the problems that really stretch their brains.  

Upon further dialogue, however, the group appeared to seek a silver lining 

for the perceived ‘softer’ model of American public schools. There were some 

conflicting views about the desirability of an educational system that makes concepts 

easier for children to understand by “bringing them down to their level”, one mother 

argued. 

 

Redefining Parental Involvement 
 

Another important topic that emerged from the conversation was the 

concept of parental involvement. Cultural differences in definition and perception of 

parental involvement informed how parents viewed the issue. Participants generally 

agreed that in their home-countries, parental involvement referred mainly to a 

parent’s active participation in the child’s learning process, which largely resembled 

tutoring. This may involve following the curriculum closely, practicing skills with the 

child, and verifying mastery of knowledge and skill at the most advanced level for 

the grade, whether the school taught the subject at that level or not. Where parents 

lacked the expertise or specialization to help, they could compensate by referring to 

well-written textbooks, You Tube tutorials, or solutions to problems provided at the 

end of workbooks. In many ways, participants’ conceptualization of being an 

involved parent equated that of being a second teacher, at home.  

Participants contrasted their conceptualization of parental involvement with 

what they felt native-born counterparts understand by ‘parental involvement.’ In 

their view, native-born parents perceived parental involvement in different terms, 

which included a generally positive and supportive attitude towards children’s 

academic performance as assessed by schools, volunteering at children’s school, and 

driving children to a variety of extra-curricular activities.  

Mostly involvement is “I am at school, I volunteer”. I think it’s good to be involved 

but in the real sense - give him the tools to succeed, then make him want to do well, 

the drive has to come from him. I agree in second grade you kind of have to sit down 
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with them, but I think that’s exactly what most parents don’t do here. It’s mostly 

foreign parents who sit down with the kid, make sure the homework is done well 

and send him at school with all assignments well done…here most parents when 

they are involved they do so during the school hours more than after school hours, 

with volunteering and everything.  

Even when some parents stated they do volunteer at school, they saw this 

as an opportunity to further help their own children rather than provide a service to 

the community. This was mainly because parents seemed to be skeptical about the 

utility of parent-conducted volunteering activities at school.  

I have volunteered a couple of times with my son…with my daughter but not 

much…because volunteering means going in and helping the teacher with busy 

work; for me volunteering is going to class to see how my kid does, how he responds 

to the teaching ways here …I want to be in the class to help the teachers make sure 

children do well in school instead of helping the teacher cut out papers or other 

materials…I don’t know…I just want to feel like I am participating in the class instead 

of cutting out papers for the class...  

In participants’ view, the native approach to volunteering had several 

negative consequences. Some believed that elementary schools’ reliance on parent 

volunteers may lead to the manufacturing of a culture of student dependence on a 

large number of adults in the classroom setting. One mother argued this can 

encourage the belief that every child requires individual, personalized attention at 

all times. While this perspective was acknowledged as a lofty ideal, participants felt 

it can be unrealistic and unsustainable in a public school setting where students must 

be expected to keep up with teacher’s instructions independently. Participants also 

tended to converge on the idea that children should be instructed at home on how 

to pay attention to teacher’s explanations for the entire class, which would permit 

schools to achieve more with fewer resources.  

I honestly don’t think parents should volunteer at school. I don’t think it’s necessary, 

they should volunteer at home…I think that’s the problem …kids expecting to have 

many adults around them at school …then they come home and they expect the 

same. It’s like they cannot do anything on their own because they always have to 

have an adult around them …so I think volunteering at school…I’ve done this with 

my son when he was in kindergarden and 1st grade…and like she said, it’s now mostly 

going in and having to cut paper; so I don’t do it , I would rather spend time cooking 

a meal.  
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Another participant commented on the creation of an unnecessary ‘parental 

involvement’ hierarchy at school. She argued that children whose parents were not 

able to volunteer due to work schedules tend to feel inadequate and, directly or 

indirectly, “guilt” the parents into doing so, as they cannot understand why 

classmates’ mothers can volunteer at school while theirs won’t.  

The children like you to be there because the other children have the parents there, 

so it’s a vicious circle; my son was very independent since he was 3 years old. He 

was not very clingy; he was happy when we picked him up; but later he started 

saying “other parents volunteer, you never come to the classroom.” This situation 

here it’s also because a lot of mothers are not working and then somehow they have 

to find ways to justify their status. In the past, even if they stayed at home, they 

would be real housewives. They would have the traditional role of a housewife - 

prepare meals, take care of the house; but now they are SAHM-s and all the 

involvement must be around the child; so I think they spend more time in the 

morning at school than preparing a meal for the kid when he gets home; and I think 

the kid, in the end, doesn’t gain much.  

Although all respondents admitted to singing up their children for extra-

curricular activities, they tended to describe it as an external pressure rather than a 

practice they, personally, embraced in the interest of ideal child development. Extra-

curricular activities were seen as necessary insofar American culture and educational 

institutions treated them as criteria for selection into a variety of academic programs 

and for college admissions.  

It depends at what level you want to do [education]…because if you really want to 

be good you still have to practice at home; I think this is where the challenge is… 

because kids who are doing well go back home and really learn more. Here the 

culture encourages kids to play sports and do other extra-curriculars and you kind 

of find it difficult to manage everything because you know, you’re long hours in 

school, then you have to come home and actually read and…practice what you’ve 

learned. […] Sometimes I feel academics somehow it’s not really highly prioritized…I 

think some children are valued more if they do more extra-curricular activities than 

academics. 

 

Student natural abilities and competitiveness 
 

The discussion generated the view that children’s inherited abilities and 

degree of competitiveness play an important role in the formation of natural 
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hierarchies in the educational process as well as in life outcomes. Parents discussed 

the practice of educational ‘tracking’ which, despite ample critique, continues to 

exist in various forms in the American public education system. The practice may 

come in the form of testing students for early placement into separate classes such 

as on-level, gifted/talented, advanced level or special needs.  

Although all respondents in the group had children in gifted/talented 

programs and advanced classes, they expressed doubts about the necessity of such 

programs at the earlier stages of education. In their view, complex and challenging 

academic work should not be the reserve of a high standardized-test scoring elite 

that made the cut for a certain program. Instead they felt that all children should be 

exposed to a wide range of academics from the most basic level to the most rigorous 

material and held to the same high standards.  

I don’t think it’s fair, I think all children should be exposed to advanced, quality 

material […] during classroom time; and whoever has the ability or the intellectual 

capacity to step up to that level, will be most successful.  

While they understood that only a minority of students would possess the 

ability, motivation and home support to meet all expectations, this was seen as a 

desirable inevitability as everyone would get a chance to be exposed to advanced 

material, thereby receiving equal opportunity for maximum development. 

Moreover, all students would at least be aware of academic standards they may or 

may not be able to reach. In one parent’s opinion, such a system would create a 

more realistic understanding of personal competence among students as they would 

naturally self-select into their correct ranking percentile over time better than a one-

time standardized test could do for placement in an exclusive academic silo.  

Another parent felt that the tracking method amounted to unfair 

mismanagement or rationing of advanced academic content. Many capable students 

are thus deprived of exposure to higher academic standards due to narrowly missing 

to score into a limited-seat class that offers higher-level curriculum. Parents viewed 

this as a breaching of the principle of equality of opportunity.  

Another participant argued that while their children’s school was keen on 

celebrating individual student achievement in a variety of non-academic areas, such 

as ‘best runner’ or ‘first place in the Art contest,’ they tended to remain consistently 

discreet about academic success and rankings. The parent argued that the practice 

of keeping academic results strictly private was unnecessary and even harmful, as it 

encouraged a school culture of mystery, secrecy and insecurity among students and 
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parents alike. This, in turn, accentuated instead of alleviating the self-esteem 

concerns schools were trying to eliminate through this privacy policy. As all parents 

in the group grew up with a model of open academic ranking, they tended to agree 

that it is healthier for children to know how they rank in terms of academic 

performance compared to other children in school. Not only did they feel this system 

encourages a sense of healthy competition among students but it also prepares them 

for the natural competition they will be confronted with later on, in the job market. 

 

Impact on Private Sphere-Related Quality of Life  
 

Despite perceptions of a generally weak curriculum and low expectations for 

learning outcomes, parents felt their children ended up with large amounts of 

homework that included too much busy, repetitive yet time consuming projects from 

which students did not derive much academic benefit. Homework obligations 

coupled with pressures to sign up children for extra-curricular activities affected 

family life, in general, and prevented parents from engaging their children in what 

they felt would be more worthwhile pursuits, including more challenging or in-depth 

academic work not offered by the school, or various spontaneous, unstructured 

family activities such as outings, cooking together, playing games, or getting together 

with friends in the local community.  

I could have them do a lot of extra work because of the books I got back home; 

however I find it quite challenging because I don’t have the time to translate the 

problems for him and even though he can read in Romanian, sometimes it’s a little 

bit difficult. Then it’s also the extra-curricular activities. My son arrives from school 

at 3 and by the time he does a bit of sports or other activities, I only have so much 

time in the afternoon because he has his regular home-work from school too. He is 

willing to do extra and I think I could offer more to him but there is not enough time 

to supplement with more challenging work.  

One participant also expressed reservations about the practice of yearly 

student shuffling which places students in a class with a new set of classmates each 

year. Although aware of the school’s intent to connect students to a wide variety of 

grade-mates and to prevent cliquish behavior, parents felt uncomfortable with this 

policy. Instead, they thought it was important for children to develop deeper and 

relatively enduring bonds of friendship during their early school years. One 

complained that by the time the child managed to make a few good friends, the 

school year ended and friendships were automatically diluted by next year’s shuffled 
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class placement.  

In general, there was a sense that children’s school life was stressful and took 

a toll on family quality of life, including time for parent-child bonding, general family 

well-being, a sense of peace and security about the future, and children’s psycho-

social development. 

 

Discussion and Limitations 

 

This study reveals the voices of a small group of high-skill immigrant parents 

who help their children navigate the US public education system to ensure success 

and maximize life outcomes in a globalized, competitive world. Their stories offer 

unique insights into immigrant parental motivations and acculturation strategies 

with respect to the educational domain. Findings place in perspective traditional 

assumptions about immigrant acculturation strategies, particularly the desirability 

of assimilation to educational host culture, the successful integration of home and 

host culture elements, or the failure to incorporate into the educational mainstream 

with negative repercussions.  

Results suggest that recent waves of high-skill immigrants may perceive 

powerful incentives in the contemporary American cultural landscape to adopt a 

separation strategy when it comes to acculturation to the educational domain 

(Berry, 2003). They tend to resist host culture structures as they are skeptical about 

the efficacy of the American public education system and the well-meaning yet 

questionable egalitarian mandates that inform its policies. These immigrant parents 

feel American public schools tend to dilute and reduce academic standards to create 

an egalitarian illusion of success for all children, instead of encouraging as many 

students as naturally possible to reach the highest standards possible. Immigrants 

may resort to a defensive separation strategy in education even when their families 

actively participate and successfully assimilate into other spheres of American life.  

A separation acculturation strategy means many high-skill immigrant 

parents may be inclined to reject an American identity when it comes to their 

children’s education, as suggested by popular anecdotes about immigrant “Tiger 

Moms” who do not tolerate the slightest sign of academic failure, unlike their 

“elephant moms” native counterparts. The significant body of scholarly literature 

that has accumulated on the academic and professional successes of children of 

high-skill immigrants also seems to confirm this strategy (Jiménez, 2013). Rather 
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than opting for assimilation or even integration strategies, such parents tend to resist 

contemporary America’s education-related narratives, values, beliefs and practices. 

Their separate educational identity echoes home culture early experiences and 

causes them to contest contemporary American notions of academic success, 

including logistics of home-school partnership, meanings attached to the ideal of 

education-related equality of opportunity, or perceptions of healthy child 

development.  

The need to distance themselves from an American educational identity 

arises mainly from perceptions that contemporary America has given up on 

educational depth, rigor and elegance in order to accommodate increasingly larger 

masses of students of naturally lower ability. Parents feel they need to defend their 

children from what they perceive to be academic mediocrity and equip them in 

private with knowledge and skills that can give their children an advantage on the 

competitive global market. This education-centered acculturation strategy may 

reflect a combination of parents’ own socio-economic and educational backgrounds 

in the country of origin. Although high-skill immigrants often come from middle and 

upper-middle class family backgrounds, many are first generation college-educated 

individuals of relatively modest origins, who benefitted from equal opportunity 

policies applied within a relatively traditional and canonical educational system in 

their countries. These democratically elitist public education systems in many non-

western countries uniformly emphasize advanced, elite content throughout all 

grades and among all populations, as a means of mining talent from across the board 

of the socio-economic spectrum in the interest of accelerated economic 

development. For example, although educational systems in the former Soviet 

sphere of influence promoted inclusivity and equality of access to education for 

students from all walks of life, they did not adapt or modify educational content to 

accommodate a wider range of abilities. Rather all students were expected to adapt 

to relatively sophisticated educational content and pedagogy, even at the risk of a 

high rate of failure among the less well-positioned groups in society.  

It is important to emphasize that such results should be interpreted with 

great caution. Some researchers have argued that because second-generation 

immigrants now demonstrate educational attainment and income above the median 

(Feliciano, 2005), and because American culture can have a detrimental impact on 

immigrants in terms of health and criminality (Antecol, 2006; Sampson, 2008), 

policy-makers should be more concerned with how to keep America from diluting 
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newcomers instead of focusing on how newcomers may dilute America. While it is 

important to acknowledge that some immigrants do indeed bring with them 

significant familial, educational, cultural, psycho-social and even political capital, 

which they rely on to act as highly competitive agents in the American society, it is 

equally important to avoid generalizations about the immigrant population without 

a solid understanding of what makes certain immigrant categories highly competent 

to begin with.  

First, it is important to acknowledge that, despite the growing percentage of 

high-skill immigrants in the total immigrant population, most immigrants do not 

arrive equipped with advantageous forms of capital from their home-countries. On 

the contrary, similar to mainstream American-born population, most place great 

hopes in the educational system in their country of destination so they can build such 

capital for themselves and their families upon arrival. Liberal democracies have often 

depicted their educational institutions as the “great equalizer” which means it is 

designed to offer everyone equal opportunity for academic excellence and social 

mobility. Second, if certain categories of ‘capital-heavy’ immigrants arrive in their 

countries of destination as great contributors, already poised to compete 

successfully, both academically and professionally, it is worth examining in greater 

depth the particular background aspects that endowe such immigrants with solid 

capital to begin with. From an educational culture standpoint, it might be worth 

placing in perspective the educational approaches, policies and pedagogies that 

countries of destination could adopt in order to offer their native and immigrant 

populations alike similar levels of competitive educational capital to the ones 

successful immigrants already possess upon arrival.  

It should be again emphasized that such immigrant parents are not 

necessarily from elite backgrounds but may have benefitted from a quasi-elite 

education growing up in their home countries with democratically elitist educational 

systems. This later allows them to identify what might be missing in their children’s 

education in the egalitarian public-school systems of the liberal democracies they 

immigrate to. In consequence, they use their educational and cultural capital to 

compete with the native-born and low-capital immigrants, who may be losing 

ground due to a relatively unsophisticated and non-competitive K-12 educational 

culture. In this sense, not only does the competition between children of capital-

heavy immigrants and those of low-capital immigrants or the native-born is not on a 

level playing field, but the educational advantages provided by high-skill immigrant 
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parents to their children are likely to become diluted by the third generation.  

Evidently, this study does not claim in any way to be reflective of the 

experiences of any particular group of immigrants in terms of nationality, 

racial/ethnicity background or other socio demographic markers, including socio-

economic status. Due to the small number of participants from a non-representative 

group of the high-skill immigrant population, no generalizations can be inferred from 

these findings. However, the study makes an important contribution to the existing 

body of research on high-skill immigration by suggesting how future researchers 

could deepen our understanding of the roots and impact of high-skill immigration 

and the meanings behind the acculturation strategies capital-heavy immigrants 

adopt in an increasingly globalized world that encourages hybrid identities for 

maximum global market competitiveness. 
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Construction of European Identity among Intra-EU Mobile Young 

Academics 
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Abstract. The development of a European identity is often discussed in connection with 
spatial mobility. However, even though the relationships between both has been touched on 
in previous research, it is usually not the main focus of such studies. This paper will specifically 
look into the importance of spatial mobility for the construction of a European identity among 
intra-EU mobile young academics. Junior academics are a particularly interesting sample 
group because they represent the potential future (trans-)national educational elite and may 
provide an example to follow for the rest of society. The findings show that European mobility 
does not lead to a European identity in a straightforward way but the experience of mobility 
overall adds in various ways to the construction of a European identity and to alternative 
models of social identity. 
 
Keywords: Europe, European identity, young academics, social identity, spatial mobility 

 

Introduction 

 

Although (or because?) the European Union is currently under constant 

attack from many different political agents, it continues to hold on to its core 

principle—free movement of work within the union. This includes academics, whose 

movements are especially supported by the framework of the European Research 

Area (ERA) and European Higher Education Area (EHEA). The work of the EU and its 

initiatives in higher education are not only attempts to build and strengthen a 

common research area and better allocate resources but they also support and 

foster an European identity among researchers from different EU countries (Mendez 

and Bachtler 2017). Academics are in many ways part of the national elites (Bourdieu 

1998) and their support for an European idea is therefore important to implement 

the idea into the wider European societies. Meanwhile, a lack of identification with 

Europe among academics could be seen as an indicator of the lagging process of 

European integration in general. 

Based on 60 biographical interviews from the project ‘Mobile transitions: 

mobile lifestyles? Career choices and way of living at the transition to transnational 

scientific careers in the EU’, which focused on German doctoral candidates studying 
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in France and the Netherlands, this paper asks how young academies with EU-

mobility experience perceive and construct their social identity? And, to what 

extent does it include a European identity? 

Although these doctoral candidates are not yet part of the established 

academic workforce, their path will eventually lead them into positions of societal 

and political significance. Usually in their late-20s or early-30s, these PhD candidates 

have lived in the Schengen and Maastricht periods almost all their lives. Our sample 

has experienced at least one intra-EU migration and in most of the cases they have 

experienced more European mobilities. Their biographies are often intertwined, 

personally and professionally, with people from other European countries. 

Therefore, and because of their process of horizontal Europeanization (Schäfer 

forthcoming), it is reasonable to look closer into the development of their European 

identity as a construction ‘from below’ (Scalise 2015). The analysis uses the 

documentary method and it is theoretically embedded in Social Identity Theory (SIT) 

(Tajfel et al. 1979). It is important to note at this point that European identity should 

not be confused or set equal with EU-identity or support for the EU, or vice versa, 

because these two things can exist separately (Condor 2012; Duchesne 2008). 

Surveys on European citizenship and EU-identity have shown that ‘respondents in all 

socio-demographic categories feel more attached to Europe than to the European 

Union.’ (European Commission 2018, 16), and European identity is more accepted 

when it is not associated with political aspects (Cmeciu and Manolache 2018). 

Therefore, this paper leaves the power of definition of what European identity 

means to the carrier themselves, ergo the interview partners. However, the analysis 

will show (in line with the prior mentioned surveys) that European identity does not 

equal EU-identity.  

 

European identity as a social identity 

 
European identity can be defined by various terms and means, including 

political, federal, supra-national or cultural-historical identities (Condor 2012; 

Walkenhorst 2009). The notion of construction of identity is central to the analysis 

of European identity because it accounts for human action and influence (Favell 

2005). In the context of this paper, this is the intra-EU-mobility activities of young 

academics. Therefore, this paper will utilize SIT, which has its origins in social 

psychology (Tajfel 1974, 1978; Tajfel et al. 1979; Tajfel 1979, 1981), but is very much 

applicable in a political psychology context, as can be seen in the following quote:  
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In the early formulation of the theory, Tajfel drew heavily on sociological 

constructs to develop his ideas on how societal beliefs about the relationships 

between groups guide members of particular groups in pursuing a positive sense of 

distinctiveness for their own group and thus for themselves. According to Tajfel, the 

social frame provided by intergroup beliefs influences whether people seek social 

mobility between groups, competition between their own group and another, or 

creative efforts to redefine the social evaluation attached to their group. Such 

efforts, in turn, are affected by sociological factors such as intergroup permeability, 

status stability, and legitimacy. (Hogg and Ridgeway 2003, 97) 

This approach to social identity can also be found in the works of Goffman 

on identity (Goffman 2009) as a result of the interaction with others, although in 

Goffman’s understanding the construction of the social identity can be part of an 

unconscious process, whereas the SIT puts more emphasis on the conscious aspect 

of identity work. 

Social identity is knowledge—some more contemporary research calls it 

‘awareness’ (Condor 2012)—about the own membership of a social group ‘with the 

value and emotional significance attached to that membership’ (Tajfel 1981, 255). 

These two components are complemented with an evaluation of positive or negative 

value connotation of this membership (Tajfel 1978). This leads to the construction of 

a collective (social) identity, which is shaped by norms, values, and practices that are 

associated with the group (Brewer 2001). A social identity results in mutual 

obligations and loyalty among the group members (Tajfel 1981). In demarcation to 

the personal identity, social identity is shared with others who belong to the same 

group (Castano and Yzerbyt 1997) and the individual stakeholder can be part of 

multiple social identities, in comparison to only one personal identity (Tajfel 1981). 

The advantage of defining European identity as social identity (as opposed to an 

individual identity) is that it can possibly eliminate ‘expected historical, ethnic, 

religious, linguistic, or simply modernist kinships/connections among Europeans, 

and, thus, the replacement with practical, contextual, and functional connections 

among them.’ (Ongur 2010, 141). The group membership and the awareness of being 

a member (saliency) is contextual and varies over the social situations that the 

individual is either in or refers to (Bellucci, Sanders, and Serricchio 2012). Social 

identity has the benefit of providing the individual with an alternative if he/she is not 

satisfied with his/her individual identity and to maintain a positive self-image. In the 

context of this study, the saliency can be Europe or the respective national context, 



 
 Construction of European Identity among Intra-EU Mobile Young Academics 

JIMS - Volume 14, number 1, 2020 

 

43 
  

which leads the individual to his/her identity building. This saliency can lead to a 

stronger in-group feeling among national lines, with an emphasis on differences or 

including other Europeans through a comprehension of commonalities. This means 

that social identity has the capacity to either integrate or divide people (Brigevich 

2016). 

European identity is described in contemporary research as a work-in-

progress rather than a fixed social category (Duchesne 2008). Which brings me to 

the general criticism of the term and construct ‘identity’, as was prominently voiced 

in Brubaker and Cooper’s ‘Beyond Identity’ (Brubaker and Cooper 2000). Following 

their description of identity and outline of alternative constructs, this paper’s 

underlying concept can be described as their proposed ‘self-understanding’: one’s 

sense of who one is, one’s social location and how one is prepared to act based on 

the two previous factors. Brubaker and Cooper’s argument against the use of 

‘identity’ and for ‘self-understanding’ (as well as ‘identification’ and ‘categorization’) 

is that the latter are nouns derived from verbs, and are therefore active and 

processual words that capture the essence of identity better than the actual term 

identity. Although I follow their argument that the concept of identity has many 

facets and is lacking a single consistent definition (Brubaker and Cooper 2000, 4ff.), 

I do not share their view of the need to impose new linguistic placements to specify 

the use of the construct if the research is clear enough in its objectives and in the 

context in which the construct will be used. 

As with European identity, national identity as a social identity is relational 

to its contexts. Research of the relationship between national and European identity 

is diverse, to say the least. Some studies suggest that both identities are rivals and 

opposed to each other: national identity relies on the relationship and perception of 

the ‘others’ (as social identities do) and those others can be other European 

nationals. National identity will only be reduced by expanding identity to a European 

level, and vice versa (Farrell 2010). In this scenario, national and European identity 

are exclusive and compete against each other. In contrast, most studies on the issue 

tend to perceive them as not competing (Busse, Hashem-Wangler, and Tholen 2012; 

Castano and Yzerbyt 1997; Risse 2010), or differentiate the competition and 

exclusion between the specific national identity and what it is based on (Valchev and 

van de Vijver 2009). In these scenarios, identity is conceived as multi-level/layered 

and nested (Kohli 2000), especially when the European identity is (for example) 

defined as a civic identity (human rights, democracy, etc.) rather than an ethnic 
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identity. These considerations are also reflected in empirical research, where 40 to 

50 percent of the participants of Eurobarometer surveys identify themselves as 

national and European (Risse 2010). The same has been stated about the student 

population in Europe (van Mol 2013). 

 

Mobility and European identity  

 

Mobility gives the opportunity to develop or reshape European identity and 

refigure the relationship between national and European identity. Cross-border 

mobility can provoke a stronger sense and self-awareness of one’s own national 

identity by giving a chance to compare oneself to other people and their habits. 

However, mobility can also foster a European identity (Mazzoni et al. 2018) by 

discovering similarities between European people, habits, and so on, in comparison 

to non-Europeans (Garib 2011). Many studies address the question of what is 

relevant for European identity and how the underlying pattern are unevenly 

accessible for some people. For example, a study on orientations towards European 

identity among young men and women (Jamieson et al. 2005) found that ‘formal 

education, organized educational trips and informal connections, through friends 

and family, and leisure travel’ (Jamieson et al. 2005, 24) are decisive for the building 

of an European identity. Among these, personal contacts and travelling, which are 

often connected to each other, are reported to be important impulses to raise the 

awareness of being European and, therefore, lead to a more European identity. 

Travelling leads to comparison of shared cultural characteristics within Europe, as 

well as contrasting differences outside of Europe. This relational character of 

identity-forming in Europe is also acknowledged in other studies (van Mol 2013), 

which also emphasize the personal experience-based character of this process. Being 

European is seen by young people as a personal project rather than a political 

project, or something that is aligned with the EU as a political project. Their own 

personal experiences enabled their European identity. It can be argued that these 

personal experiences are usually made possible, or at least made easier, through the 

framework of the EU. For example, (Busse, Hashem-Wangler, and Tholen 2012, 3) 

found that ‘Accordingly, other groups, like young people who travel across borders, 

are also likely to be more European. It follows that people who lack these 

opportunities or the interest to interact with their counterparts across Europe do not 

display this kind of identification.’ (ibid. p.3) The connection between mobility and 
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European identity has also been established in other research focused on high-skilled 

workers (Favell 2011), or specifically on the topic (Deutsch 2015; Rother and Nebe 

Tina 2009), for example:  

A 'European identity' is not given at birth but developed by way of 'doing’. 

Project surveys measured the number of European languages spoken, experiences 

of travel across Europe, and willingness to travel beyond national borders in the 

future as indicators of ‘doing Europe’. (Jamieson et al. 2005, 91) 

This study also identified travel and relocation within Europe as decisive 

factors for the Europeanization process of the stakeholder. In contrast, Hanquinet 

and Savage 2018) came to a more ambiguous conclusion in which network and 

cultural consumption are more important than actual physical mobility in Europe. 

The question of mobility and European identity is inevitable connected to 

social background, education, and mobility. This is reflected in contemporary 

research, which suggests that people with a European identity generally come from 

higher-ranked social classes, where jobs are more likely to include or even demand 

mobility (Fligstein 2008). The knowledge of English, as the dominant language in the 

EU, depends on age, education, mobility, and the size of the native language group 

(Gerhards 2010). Educated people with similar professions, social activities and 

common interests with their like-minded and educated European friends are more 

prone to travel within Europe and are also financially stable enough to do so on a 

more regular basis. Furthermore and ‘most importantly, blue collar and service 

workers' jobs are less likely than managers, professionals, and other white collar 

workers to have their work take them to other countries.’ (Fligstein, Polyakova, and 

Sandholtz 2012, 115).  

The European identity  of professionals and entrepreneurs’ is above-average 

in strength because of transnational/intra-European business relationships and 

cross-border mutual interest (Fligstein, Polyakova, and Sandholtz 2012). In summary, 

Fligstein’s contributions make an interactionist argument that is also consistent with 

social psychological theories of identity: people who interact transnationally across 

borders in Europe will be more likely to identify with Europe. Well-educated young 

people in managerial and white-collar professions are more likely to interact 

regularly across European borders than less-educated and blue-collar workers. In 

other words, transnational interaction is predicted to be the causal link between 

education, on the one hand, and the Europeanization of identities, on the other hand 

(Risse 2010). This line of argumentation fits very well with this paper’s sample 
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because the interviewees are part of the higher-educated professional class, who 

have mobility experiences.  

Several studies have examined undergraduate students’ mobility and 

European identity thanks to the Erasmus program, which is an institutional 

opportunity and has its own dataset. The Eurobarometer has been used as another 

source, although the definition of identity in the Eurobarometer has been 

conceptually criticized, (see, for example, (King and Ruiz‐Gelices 2003). Therefore, 

the link between student mobility and European identity has been well researched. 

While it has been claimed that student participation in the Erasmus program 

strengthens European identity (Farrell 2010; Jacobone and Moro 2015; Mitchell 

2012), others question this connection (Sigalas 2010; van Mol 2018) or at least see it 

as ambiguous (Kuhn 2012). For example, Mitchell’s study claims ‘the Erasmus 

experience increases participants’ interest in Europe and the EU and that, as a direct 

result of the sojourn, students feel more European. Finally, the data from the survey 

confirm that Erasmus students are more likely to identify as European’ (Mitchell 

2012, 511). The weak point of this conclusion is that it can lead to an over-

representation of ‘Europeans’ in the Erasmus program. The very same point is 

addressed in a study on exchange programs and European identity. Erasmus has a 

limited effect on the development of a European identity, simply because programs 

such as Erasmus aim to attract students who are already pro-European and endorse 

such ideas:  

In short, mobility programmes in higher education address ‘winners’ of 

European integration who are already likely to be convinced of its benefits and who 

are already prone to feeling European. Consequently, university students might 

already be so prone to feeling European that an exchange abroad cannot ‘add’ 

anything to their Europeanness. (Kuhn 2012, 999) 

This does not mean that cross-border mobility per se is unable to promote 

European identity, but it does mean that these exchange programs tend to preach 

to the converted. This argument is confirmed by another study on the influence of 

the Erasmus program, which states that the participants are satisfied with the 

program but that participation does not help their European identity to grow, and 

can even be counter-productive (Sigalas 2010). This problem also reappears in the 

last section of the findings. The novelty of this contribution lies in the primary focus 

on PhD candidates, who are part of the (junior) academic workforce and who are 

usually already living and working in the host countries. 
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Methods and data 

 

The empirical data was collected through biographical interviews with 

graduates of the social sciences and humanities (SSH), who had previously studied 

at German universities and who were working as PhD candidates at Dutch or French 

universities at the time of the interviews. The data collection was part of the project 

‘Mobile transitions: mobile lifestyles? Career choices and way of living at the 

transition to transnational scientific careers in the European Union’ (Schittenhelm, 

El Dali, and Schäfer 2017). France and the Netherlands have the highest numbers of 

PhDs from Germany (Schäfer and El Dali 2019) and the sampling was limited to the 

SSH subjects for better comparability of the interviewees because the STEM subjects 

have different requirements of mobility and migration. A total of 60 interviews were 

conducted, with the vast majority of interviewees being in their mid-20s to early-

30s, of whom 40 were female and 20 were male. 

The narrative-biographical interview format was used throughout the 

project because it can be used as an explorative instrument, which gives the 

interviewees the chance to emphasize relevant topics without imposing the 

researcher’s ideas and notions on them (Corbin and Morse 2003). The interviews 

started with an open stimulus, which aimed to put the interviewees at ease and allow 

them to speak freely. This ensures good quality information because the interviewee 

is not forced to talk about a certain topic but is instead enabled to cover subjects 

that are important to them, which should enhance motivation and contribute to the 

quality of the responses (Juhasz Liebermann 2012). 

The documentary method was used in the analysis (Bohnsack 2014; Nohl 

2010), which is rooted in the sociology of knowledge (Mannheim 2013). This form of 

data analysis not only takes into account the content but also how and under what 

circumstances something is said or addressed; for example, if the question of 

European identity came up as a topic from the interviewees themselves, or if the 

topic was addressed following a specific question1. This analytic approach is 

 
1 The relevant questions for this paper were ‘What is identity for you and how would you 

describe your own?’ and ‘Did your experienced mobility influence or change you?’ These 

questions were only asked when the topics were not already addressed in earlier passages of 

the narration, which was very often the case for the former question but not so often for the 

latter. This means that people would talk themselves about how their mobility changed them 

(in different ways) but not about their identity or issues related to identity. 
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especially fruitful in combination with the explorative function of the interview 

design because it uncovers and reveals explicit and implicit motivation and 

orientation. All of our participants had experiences with mobility in their professional 

(and private) lives, to a varying degree in terms of quality and quantity. 

 

Variations of European identity 

 

In line with the topical openness of qualitative research approaches, it is 

important to mention that the question of identity was not necessarily addressed as 

a social identity. Instead, identity was connected to more personal dimensions—

such as friends, family, work, or lifestyle—, which focus on personal identity. 

Sometimes the categories of (supra-/inter-/trans-) nationality were simply not 

mentioned at all, while other times they were explicitly denounced as something 

that does not affect their identity construction. For reasons of length and complexity 

and the researcher’s interest in social identity, these narrations and explanation on 

personal identity are not included in this paper. However, non-response is also a 

form of response and this point will be addressed in the conclusion, especially in 

regard to their process of horizontal Europeanization (Schäfer forthcoming). 

The presentation of the findings is organized along the different modes of 

construction of identity. Each group will be presented with their self-explanation 

towards the construction of their identities and the significance of mobility within 

that construction. 

 

Bi-national identity 

 

Bi-national identity means the adoption of a sense of belonging to two 

nations, in this case either to Germany and France or to Germany and the 

Netherlands (which was observed far less often compared to the first case, which 

will be explained later on). These cases are characterized by long stays in the 

respective foreign country, very strong language skills in the respective language, 

and personal-romantic relationships in the country. The development of a bi-

national identity was a process over time and it usually grew in intensity. It was only 

found among participants who had already spent a significant amount of time in the 

respective country (usually since their Bachelor’s degree or school, sometimes with 

disruptions). The genuine interest and experience in the country, familiarity with 
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society and culture2, and very importantly near-native like language skills were the 

foundation of incorporating a bi-national identity. These premises also explain why 

this pattern was unequally distributed over the two countries: According to previous 

findings, the trajectories into the countries in question significantly differ for the 

doctoral candidates (Schäfer and El Dali 2019) and therefore also shape the process 

of identity building. The interviewees in France tended to be far more often 

genuinely interested in country and culture. In contrast, our interviewees in the 

Netherlands reported that their choice of researching a PhD in the Netherlands was 

more ‘random’, with no intention to stay in the country for a longer period of time 

after graduation. With no or rather limited interest in country, culture, and language, 

an alternation of identity is unlikely. Janine was one of the few examples in the 

Netherlands who showed a bi-national identity. Typical for this pattern, she had 

moved to the Netherlands to study her Bachelor’s degree. Although she returned to 

Germany after graduation for a period of work, she specifically studied a bi-national 

Master’s program and secured her PhD position at the same university. Her general 

narration was very much focused on the Netherlands and the country was rendered 

in a very positive light in all sorts of aspects (e.g., higher education, working 

conditions, life quality, culture, etc.). Having had an initial positive experience in the 

Netherlands during her first mobility, Janine became very attached to the country 

and culture. Language was very important to find access to a social life beyond the 

academy, which is generally highly internationalized and where the English-language 

is widespread. However, she emphasized that she has not yet become completely 

Dutch but still ‘remembered’ (she talks about it in the passive form) her German 

identity when confronted with the problems or obstacles of daily life, which she 

perceived as being less of a problem in German. She only remembers this other 

(German) side of her social identity in negative or disadvantageous situations, 

turning to a more positive alternative for her social identity.  

Even more pronounced examples of bi-national identity can be found in 

Thomas and Vanessa, who are both doing their research in France. As described 

earlier, this is no coincidence. Vanessa explained her identity as bi-national but 

 
2 To speak of a French culture or German culture can be highly problematic and is repeatedly 

criticized from a constructivist point of view as being too essentialistic. However, this analysis 

only takes into account the interviewee’s perception and their subjective notice of what is 

relevant for them in the context of their identity-building. Therefore, it is not important if they 

objectively are familiar, understand or ‘get’ one or the other cultures, or if this culture really 

exists as an entity as long as their understanding of it plays a role in their identity formation. 
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immediately added that she does not mean ‘nationalistic’, pointing to a general 

perceived exclusion of higher education and nationalism or just the general taboo of 

nationalism. Instead, she describes her bi-national identity as ‘cultural’. She 

continues that neither ‘the French’ in Germany nor ‘the German’ in France is alien or 

strange to her, in which she links identity to familiarity. She elaborates this point by 

giving an example of knowledge about pop music. Familiarity came through language 

and interaction on a daily basis, and in routine in knowledge and application of such 

knowledge, which she could only experience in France itself. Without mobility, she 

might have been a Francophile. However, to identify with France and the French, it 

was necessary to live among them. Her phrasing was interesting when she began to 

describe her identity—rather than saying, for example, ‘I have a German–French 

identity’, Vanessa started with ‘I naturally always want to say “I have a German–

French identity.”’ This implies, on the one hand, that such a bi-national identity is 

something desirable in her view but, on the other hand, it also implies that this bi-

national identity is contested, either by herself or by others. According to SIT, she 

might have the feeling of not being part of the in-group because of her own 

subjective insufficiencies (whatever that might be in her view) or that (established) 

members of the in-groups are denying her the status of being a member (again, for 

reasons she did not reveal during her narrations). Vanessa was raised with both 

languages, but a bi-linguistic upbringing does not necessarily lead to a bi-national 

identity. Her mobility manifested her perception of being bi-national. In contrast, 

Thomas saw himself ‘very clearly as German–French’, as exemplified through his dual 

citizenship (formalized awareness of the membership), the omnipresent use of 

French language in his everyday life and also in his dreams, his ‘French peculiarities’, 

as well as ‘not feeling as a stranger’ (in France) (emotional significance). This 

perspective shows again how the new surroundings when living in France played into 

the formula of a successful social identity building—awareness plus emotional 

connection plus positive connotation. In his previous mobility experience, Thomas 

was very keen to meet French people and not to stay in an international bubble (as 

can sometimes be the case during the Erasmus semester, which he cited as an 

example). Both Thomas and Vanessa constructed their bi-national identity through 

credentials that they only earned after their mobility to France and which were very 

much focused on the country. Being in France, and being interested and capable of 

exchange helped them to foster a part-French identity during the years that they had 

spent in the country. 
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The obvious question remains for people with a bi-national identity: why had 

their (mobility) experiences not led them to develop a European identity instead of 

a national identity? It should be noted that this is at the time of the interview, which 

does not mean that they might or might not develop such a European identity later 

in their lives. Those cases with bi-national identity were very much focused on the 

respective country of destination, having long stays in the country and culture, 

paired with the wish to continue their professional career and private life in the host 

country, and in the absence of mobility and experience of other countries. It is 

therefore not surprising that their space of mobility and awareness was ‘limited’ to 

the bi-national context, which was additionally reinforced through institutional 

settings in France, and was not extended to Europe as a whole. The absence of a 

European identity is not primarily because of the weakness of such an identity but is 

due to the dominance of the bi-national context and identity, which over-rides the 

feeling of making European experiences. 

 

Nested identity 

 

The most discussed and most prominent featured pattern of European 

identity in the current research (see the section on the state of the debate) is the 

nested European identity (Diez Medrano and Gutiérrez 2001). This pattern can also 

be found in the sample. Interviewees saw European and German identity not as a 

contradiction or something that would exclude each other, but as an amalgam of 

their own social identity. Sebastian begins his answer as follows: 

I am a European, erm, (pause) so I am European, I am (pause) – What am I actually? 

I am a German European. 

His slight indecision towards the answer is very typical for all of our 

interviewees. The question of identity is not necessarily something you would think 

about every day and it was not expected as a question in an interview about PhD 

mobility. The same struggle can be found in his weighing up—he first describes 

himself as a European and only then describes himself as a German European. The 

process of thinking of one’s own identity becomes visible while giving the answer, 

and it shows how delicate and context-driven such an answer and can be. Being a 

doctoral candidate in France, his narration also very much focused on German–

French relationships, cooperation, and differences. He took a comparative view 

between the two countries. In addition, his previous mobility experiences led him 
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mostly to France. In this way, his narration showed few differences to those of 

Thomas and Vanessa from the first group but Sebastian had then embraced a nested 

European identity instead of a bi-national identity. Even though his view of his 

identity draws on his experiences in France explicitly, he did not tie this experience 

exclusively to the country or culture of Franc; instead, France represented another 

experience in Europe, which is represented through differences—but of small 

magnitude. Mobility gave him the saliency that France is another European country 

and he felt more European because he was so well-adapted to France. The context 

that became relevant for him in the course of his mobility was France and the French 

culture, not as a distinctive national experience for itself but more as a European 

experience from the perspective of someone from another European country. This 

led Sebastian towards his European identity, without denouncing his German 

identity, as he stated:  

Erm, yes, but between those countries, I am – I am a European. I like to return to 

Germany and I can well imagine myself to live there again.  

The German–French experience, which led the first group to integrate both 

into their social identity to a more or less same amount, is addressed here as an ‘in-

between’, and the solution to get out of being stuck in-between is to embrace a 

supra-national European identity. Sebastian closed his longer answer with: ‘insofar, 

I am German - European of German descent,’ which again emphasizes the nested 

dimension of his social identity. 

Mobility can also exert an influence on the establishment of a nested identity 

in other ways. For example, Lydia explained that her mobility to the Netherlands had 

sharpened her interest in German politics and, therefore, also her German identity. 

She realized that although she resided in the Netherlands, she was not allowed to 

cast a vote in national elections in the Netherlands. This led her to think about 

citizenship and the status of being a citizen, which lead to a higher interest in German 

politics (where she still could vote) and consciously identifying as a German, while 

being in the Netherlands. The mobility to the Netherlands provided a new context 

for her to rethink and reframe the question of political and civic opportunities, which 

were then transferred to her perception of her own social identity. She 

acknowledged that her dominant perception of her social identity was context-

related and she gave an example of a recent conference in Germany, where she 

much more felt like the researcher from the Netherlands (among German 

researchers) and therefore perceived a stronger Dutch identity—the saliency was 
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very different from her usual environment in the Netherlands. Beyond the 

perception of differences in the political process in the Netherlands, in her narration 

she also emphasized on cultural differences, which triggered different processes of 

thoughts and reflections on cultural and social relations in Germany. This knowledge 

about different traditions, customs, and cultures in Europe, to which she came 

through her mobility in the Netherlands and other European countries, gave Lydia a 

European identity with a German identity nested within, even though her point of 

reference remained the native German culture and Germany. Farrell 2010, 109) said 

that: ‘This kind of interaction is important in overcoming an exclusively national 

identity and allowing students to relate to the citizens of the other member states. 

In this way, a multicultural sense of membership is fostered.’ In this case, Lydia’s 

multicultural sense of membership is marked by the nested dimension of her 

identity. 

The dependency of European social identity on the context (saliency) was 

further demonstrated by Katharina’s story, who described her experience as a 

European as being the most intense when she was in the United States during her 

studies. Only through the saliency of being outside of Europe could she understand 

and embrace a European identity. Although she had been back in Europe for a while 

by the time of the interview, this experience had stuck with her and is ‘still true’. 

Katharina described the same effect in the Netherlands, where she had embraced 

her German identity, resulting in a nested identity of German and European. Her 

mobility brought her to new contexts, which confronted her with the outsider’s 

perspective of her identity, which she then took for herself. Because of the 

significance of her experience in the United States, her European identity was 

brought with her back to Europe and was then harmonized with her sense of German 

identity in the Netherlands. 

Although these examples of nested identity addressed different paths and 

ways of how a nested identity can be constructed and perceived, they all have in 

common that a European identity is not seen as being in conflict with a German 

(general: national) identity, but is harmonized in interlacing. The European 

dimension of their social identity is relevant enough to be singled out in their 

narration, however constricted, or complemented by their German identity, which 

they still see as important in their identity construction. Cultural experiences abroad, 

such as in the country of PhD, are contextualized in an experience of ‘Europeaness’ 

rather than the specific national culture. Experiences outside of the space of 
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relevance, either in Europe or Germany, make them more aware of their background 

and this (subjectively) separates them from people in regions outside of Europe or 

France/the Netherlands. 

 

European identity 

 

This last pattern includes people who assigned themselves openly to a 

European identity. As with the other cases, these participants perceived and 

constructed their identity under relational terms. This was emphasized with 

examples where the context would make them feel more towards a specific notion 

of identity (e.g., German). Nevertheless, in describing their own identity, they chose 

to focus on a European dimension of their social identity, with slightly different 

perceptions and ways of construction. One of these ways was characterized by 

extensive mobility and relocation experiences in Europe. For example, Sylvia left 

Germany for vocational training and worked for many years in a third party European 

country before returning to her studies in the Netherlands, where she also worked 

as a research assistant and towards her PhD at the time of the interview. Her 

biography was dominated by high mobility and many relocations immediately after 

high school. When the question of identity was raised by the interviewer, she 

answered 

I think, that my – that I (pause) do not have a national identity. I think. Like as I said, 

I said it before, I think I am a good European. That always sounds weird in the current 

political discussion around us, but I don’t know, we – my German-being was never 

important for me. 

Clearly indicating a European identity, Sylvia continues to explain that her 

choice of identifying as European is also a political decision for her. Equipped with 

experiences in three different European countries, she identified a current political 

turn in those countries as important for her own position in contrast to those more 

national-orientated political developments. Through her mobility she had been able 

to witness that certain political trends are not to be found isolated in single countries 

but are seen almost everywhere. She had created the out-group of national-

orientated people (without devaluing them per se, as other passages show) to define 

the group of European people as her own in-group. This demarcation and shaping of 

a European identity have a clear political message for her. The notion on being a 

‘good European’ in her own view should not be confused with righteousness but 
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demonstrates that she actually makes use of Europe in terms of a common space—

she had travelled Europe, she had worked in different European countries, learned 

European languages, made friends with other Europeans, and so on. At the same 

time, the word ‘good’ indicates that all this is something that is desirable in her view, 

referring once again to the political dimension. In contrast, she described her 

German identity as weak for herself and not important, which also helped her to 

embrace an exclusive European identity.  

While Sylvia’s case represents a pattern of high intra-EU mobility and is 

undeniable connected to a political view or vision on Europe, she was not 

professionally connected to the topic of Europe. This was the case for Adam, who 

worked in European studies and, maybe not surprisingly, identified himself very 

strongly as European. His response to the question of identity was as follows: 

Er, I am of course influenced through my philosophical approaches during my 

studies. But (pause) what I can definitely say: I feel as a European and very strongly 

so. Er, and not as a German. 

Similar to experiences discussed in the group of nested identity, he quoted 

experiences outside of Europe that had increased his awareness of his European 

identity. This could be seen in his feeling of happiness returning to Europe as ‘home’ 

from a trip to South America, because he saw more similarities within Europe than 

with countries or regions of comparison outside of Europe. His large social network 

covered Europe, which added to his strong notion of being European. This social 

network was very closely connected to his mobility activities, through which he made 

a lot of new acquaintances and friends. Furthermore, European studies programs are 

designed to foster a European identity among its students (King and Ruiz‐Gelices 

2003), which was reflected by Adam in his answer. It can be expected that students 

who choose European studies are generally keen and interested in Europe, and 

probably lean more towards pro-European issues than their fellow students. 

Alper combines Sylvia and Adam’s indicators of the perception and 

construction of his European identity, and sheds light on a dimension that goes 

beyond these indicators. Similar to Sylvia, Alper lived (studied and worked) in three 

European countries, showing a high intra-EU mobility. Similar to Adam, Alper worked 

in European studies. Unsurprisingly, he identified himself as European. However, he 

felt that this question was closely connected to the question of citizenship—although 

Alper holds German citizenship, he was not born with it and had migrated as a child 

with his parents from a non-European country. His European passport allowed him 
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to pursue his studies in two different EU countries without much hesitation or 

financial burden (i.e., tuition fees), which he gave more prominence and emphasis 

than our interviewees with no migration background. Bearing in mind that free 

movement, and free choice of work and study could be a lot more difficult for citizen 

a non-EU country (such as his parents), Alper associated being European and having 

a European identity as something very positive and desirable. In his narration, he 

made it very clear that his social identity was and always is subject to the 

circumstances and contexts he relates to, such as feeling more German while being 

in the Netherlands. However, the possibility of hauling his identity up to a higher 

level than the national level gave him the chance to simplify questions of identity 

building for himself. 

The group of people who are assigned to a European identity showed either 

a pattern of high intra-EU mobility—where they lived and worked in several 

European countries, resulting in an outspread social and professional network, which 

guided them towards a stronger European identity—or they had specialized in 

European studies, which signals an initial and early interest in Europe, or they had 

combined both patterns. In contrast to the nested identity, they did not foster a clear 

German identity, which was then easily ‘overridden’ by a European identity. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper asked about how European identity is perceived and eventually 

constructed by doctoral candidates with European mobility experiences. As part of 

the intellectual class and with visible Europeanization pattern (Schäfer forthcoming), 

this group seem to be primed to foster a European identity. However, the pattern of 

forging a European identity was only one way among several forms of social identity 

construction, the others being a bi-national social identity and a nested social 

identity. A recurring model for all narrations was their approach towards their own 

identity not as something static but as something fluid and in change. The 

participants acknowledged that their self-stated identities varied over the contexts, 

depending on the salience of the context. Their biographies reveal the need and 

necessity to adapt and be flexible for academia and mobility. 

Overall, intra-EU mobility did not necessarily or clearly lead to a European 

identity, although the theoretical conditions can be seen as very much in favor of 

this development. This is especially interesting because the same sample showed 
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evidence of horizontal Europeanization processes (Schäfer forthcoming). It also 

indicates that ‘doing Europe’ (as the Europeanization process is understood) and 

having a European identity are not necessarily entwined. Further research is 

necessary to explore in more detail and more explicitly the relationship between 

horizontal Europeanization and European identity. Mobility experiences also 

fostered a bi-national identity, with no references to a European dimension, when 

mobility included a long and focused history in the host country of the PhD. In those 

cases, the construction was marked by deep pervasion of the host culture and 

language, with a very positive and affirmative understanding and approach. 

However, intra-EU mobility also supported the formation of a European identity, 

either as a nested or as an exclusive identity. France or the Netherlands were salient 

as European countries and not as distinctive cultural experiences. The participants 

focused on similarities and not differences, and on extensive mobility to other 

European countries. The latter made the experience in the country less-dominating 

compared to the bi-national group. Beyond intra-EU mobility, extra-EU mobility gave 

an opportunity to make Europe feel more familiar and home-like, which 

strengthened European identity. 

This paper’s novelty lies in its approach to spatial mobility as a social 

phenomenon to explain the construction of European identity within a social 

psychologic framework. It also goes beyond mere quantitative indicators and the 

student population, as studies on mobility and European identity did before. 

Politically, the findings show that mobility and its consequences are context-driven 

and that mobility within the EU is not necessarily enough or the only way to foster a 

European identity, which is in line with current quantitative longitudinal research 

(van Mol 2018). 

Part of this study’s findings are also among its limitations—social identity 

building was not as important or central as was expected based on prior analysis of 

horizontal Europeanization and many of the interviewees talked about their identity 

in more individualized/personal ways. Therefore, the pattern of perception and 

construction of European identity that is introduced in this paper may have 

overemphasized the social dimension of identity for the sampled doctoral 

candidates. Furthermore, with one exception, the participants had all been brought 

up in Germany. Some studies have suggested that the relevance of European identity 

and its relation to the national/regional identity varies over countries and regions 

(Ciaglia, Fuest, and Heinemann 2018; Jugert, Šerek, and Stollberg 2019; Scalise 
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2015). Finally, Germany has a history of Nazi-related hyper-nationalism and 

chauvinism, which had militaristic consequences for all of Europe. This led a more 

ambiguous post-war relationship to national identity when compared to other 

European countries (Kattago 2001). Therefore, Germany occupies a very special 

place when it comes to national identity within the European context, and thus these 

findings might not be transferable to mobile doctoral candidates from other 

European countries. 
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Abstract. Increasingly, scientific interest has been focused on the meaningfulness of engaging 
in occupations of daily life in individual ways, and especially so for people with migration 
backgrounds. This is because people who migrate to a new country will likely find themselves 
in a position in which they notice that some occupations are done differently from how they 
were used to prior to moving. Enculturation, a process in which cultural elements are 
recognized and internalized, informs the way immigrants engage in occupations. This study 
aimed to scope the occupational science and occupational therapy literature on the 
phenomenon in which enculturation leads to adjustments of habitus among immigrants. 
Descriptions of the phenomenon and its impact on daily occupations were qualitatively 
synthesized. The included studies entail documentations on how people who migrated 
enculturate and adjust their habitus regarding social etiquette, social expectations, women 
and gender perception, feeling of acceptance and belonging, disclosure of values and beliefs, 
work moral and sense of competency, and occupations involving meals. Despite the findings 
on the impact of occupations in migration contexts, further rigorous research is needed to 
investigate the way in which enculturation informs habitus adjustments and strengthen the 
evidence base on cultural sensitivity in occupational science. 
 
 
Keywords: occupational therapy; occupational science; enculturation; habitus; immigration 
 

 

Introduction 

 

People encounter cultural differences in the way occupations of daily life are 

performed when they find themselves outside of their familiar context and in a 

position in which they familiarize with different ways of engaging in those. It seems 

worthwhile contemplating the ways in which the engagement in occupations is 

adjusted post migration. This is especially the case when the stay is long-term or 

even permanent, given the increase in human migration all around the globe for 

voluntary or involuntary reasons. 

Occupational therapy originates around the paradigm of occupations (Dickie 

2009) because the engagement and participation in occupations is crucial for 
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peoples’ health and well-being.  Occupations are seen as “groups of activities and 

tasks of everyday life, named, organized, and given value and meaning by individuals 

and culture; occupation is everything people do to occupy themselves including self-

care, productivity, and leisure” (CAOT 2007); p. 369). Looking at occupations from an 

occupational science perspective allows to focus on the context of the culture of 

daily lives and all activities that contribute to human health which is important in 

post-migration contexts because migrating to a new context results in a process that 

is defined by the migrants’ adaptation from their heritage to their new cultural 

context (Berry 1997). Life disruptions that result from immigration are inescapable 

and have consequences on peoples’ capacity to pursue the occupations they were 

used to prior to migrating (Huot et al. 2013, Meleis et al. 2000) and can result in 

occupational interruption, deprivation, disruption or alienation impacting the 

migrants’ quality of life (Steindl, Winding, and Runge 2008, Whiteford 2005).  

Because occupations are significant on post-migration experiences and 

integration processes (Martins and Reid 2007), and given the current global increase 

in migration, this creates a growing area of practice for occupational therapists 

working with those who wish to integrate beyond economic integration and who 

reflect upon their occupational pattern in order to adjust the way they engage in 

occupations. Occupational scientists have begun to investigate the impact of 

immigration on occupations, but in order to understand what causes migrants to 

adjust the way they go about occupations and their habitus, one must consider the 

impact of a hosting context’s culture(s). Understanding how people engage in 

occupations post migration appears to be of increasing interest within occupational 

science and occupational therapy. However, regarding enculturation, there is a gap 

in the profession’s knowledge base and research has yet to investigate the impact of 

foreign socio-cultural contexts on the way migrants change the way they engage in 

occupations.  

Scanning the occupational science and occupational therapy literature for 

examples of the phenomenon of enculturation leading to adjustments of habitus can 

be helpful for occupational therapists and professionals from other disciplines 

working with individuals from diverse backgrounds. Exploring the state of the 

literature on the topic from an occupational perspective may enrich the 

understanding of migrants’ experiences with enculturation and its impact. This 

scoping review might also contribute to scientific progress regarding migration and 

integration by raising awareness of culturally embedded differences in behavioral 
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patterns; and by contributing to efforts at better understanding the way immigrants 

engage in occupations in new cultural contexts. By adding an occupational 

perspective to the knowledge base around migration and integration, a more critical 

and reflexive stance can be taken which acknowledges that the way people engage 

in occupations is embedded in unwritten rules which immigrants must familiarize 

themselves with. This understanding can in turn contribute to societal reform as it 

raises the awareness of the learning progress that immigrants undergo when they 

find themselves in an unfamiliar culture. This awareness might create dialogue and 

be an incentive for societies to rethink prejudices, stigma and intolerance against 

immigrants and their behavioral patterns.  

It may also lead to a debate about current efforts towards integration and 

to challenge existing policies. Ultimately, habitus cannot be changed easily or at will 

because habitus is part of the very same social structures in accordance to which 

people identify themselves (Thibodaux 2005) and the willingness and motivation to 

let cultural aspects impact the habitus is personal. But habitus “also serves to 

organize people's practices in a tacit manner and its contextual nature influences the 

way people from the same group commonly act, which may be distinct from the 

habitus of a different group” (Huot et al. 2013); p. 9). Attention to this in occupational 

science might help migrants feel less excluded because they are unfamiliar with the 

mechanisms in which the (re)production of certain rules and norms becomes the 

decisive factor of whether one will be integrated. 

 
Enculturation and habitus  

 

The concept of enculturation draws back to Berry’s concept of acculturation 

(1980, 1997, 2003). Weinreich (2009) explains the differences between 

enculturation and acculturation as follows: “the term enculturation is used to 

emphasize the agentic individual incorporating cultural elements during 

socialization, whereas acculturation typically references migrants’ movement 

towards and adoption of the mainstream ‘receiving culture’” (p. 125). The concept 

of enculturation challenges acculturation and the idea of a monolithic and uniform 

mainstream culture. Instead, it emphasizes that cultural elements of any available 

culture within a given place, of the majority of people or of minority groups, are 

continuously incorporated if a person considers them significant. Enculturated 

elements and selected features of alternatively available cultural manifestations in 

multi-cultural contexts can thus be seen as the migrants’ interpretations of ethnicity. 
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Moreover, Weinreich (2009) highlights that biographical developmental experiences 

drive the agentic selection of elements to be incorporated whereby enculturation 

accommodates autonomy and innovative life styles.  

Combining the concept of enculturation with the concept of habitus 

(Bourdieu 1977, 1990/2004) is helpful in gaining a better understanding of the 

complex way in which enculturation is closely linked to and informs habitus. Since 

migrants’ occupations and habitus are in part shaped and impacted by the host 

context, this approach emphasizes that changes made to migrants’ cultural context 

triggers enculturation and, subsequently, adjustments in terms of habitus.  

There is no consensus to this day how the concept of “habit” differs from the 

concept of “habitus”. The concept of habit fell out of favor of sociologists and 

philosophers in the latter half of the 20th century (Crossley 2013), and so an 

alternative in form of the concept of habitus was offered by Bourdieu (1977, 

1990/2004), Husserl (1973, 1990) and Weber (2004), among others. In this study the 

concept of habitus was preferred because of its stronger representation in the 

literature and because of its suitability to review the complex ways in which socio-

cultural contexts impact adjustments in the way people engage in occupations post-

migration.  

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus emphasizes the dynamic nature of the 

transformations of the values, orientations, beliefs and behaviors of social actors in 

relation to the context individuals find themselves in. The habitus of people, which 

is described by Bourdieu as the dispositions that people eventually adopt in 

particular places and contexts, develops because they are conditioned by the 

organizing principles (Thomson 2008). Habitus consists of structures and internalized 

dispositions that people learn from childhood. It allows people, and the societies 

they live in, to create interests, form action strategies and rules for conventional 

norms. Bourdieu (1977) explains how people fulfill self-fulfilling prophecies by acting 

according to societal expectations. Habitus as a concept therefore tries to establish 

the link between individual agency and cultural determination within a society. In 

the hosting context, migrants face and try to understand the complex process in 

which the way people engage in occupations in specific environments create 

structures to act upon, and thus peoples’ habitus. 

 

Aim 
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The aim of this scooping review was to map the occupational science and 

occupational therapy literature on demonstrations of the phenomenon of 

enculturation-related habitus adjustments. 

 

Study Design  

Methodology 
 

In order to explore the state of the literature on enculturation and the 

adjustments in habitus it leads to, a scooping review consisting of a qualitative 

synthesis was conducted to allow a rigorous and methodological exploration of 

existing studies that met the inclusion criteria, and to build upon what is documented 

thus far on the phenomenon of enculturation-related habitus adjustment.  

The scoping review methodology is most appropriate to the aim of this study 

which is to explore a broad phenomenon and gain a deeper understanding of it. As 

opposed to systematic reviews, this scoping review’s research aim is less concise but 

imbedded in a broad conceptual range. The scoping review methodology enables a 

descriptive overview of a diverse body of literature that consists of varying 

methodologies and designs on a broad topic (Arksey and O'Malley 2005) which is not 

necessarily achievable in traditional reviews. By synthesizing the data obtained, the 

authors developed demonstrations of the phenomenon of enculturation-related 

habitus adjustments in occupational therapy and occupational science literature. 

 
Data Collection  

Seven relevant electronic databases were systematically searched (CINAHL, 

Scopus, NHS Knowledge Network, Medline, PsycInfo, ProQuest Nursing and Allied 

Health Source, ProQuest Psychology Database) and work by key authors in the field 

were searched, indexes of different publications hand searched, non-electronic 

sources manually searched, reference lists from selected articles explored and 

journals of occupational therapy and science searched to identify additional 

literature.  

 

Selection 

The literature was selected based on the following criteria: scholarly 

journals; participants of all ages were relevant to the research question; to collect 

relevant information on populations with an immigration background studies 

focusing on both ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’ were included; the studies had to be 
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published after 2000 and before May 2018 and written in German, English or Finnish 

language.  

Because the results of the literature search on habitus and enculturation 

from an occupational perspective were limited, additional search terms such as 

“acculturation”, “migration”, “refugees” “migrants” and “occupational adjustment” 

were used to gain access to articles that entail the phenomenon of enculturation-

related habitus adjustment from different angles. The scope was widened to include 

acculturation which is linked to the concept of enculturation because such studies 

can give examples enculturation strategies if they are described in enough detail.  

 

Processing and analysis  

To prepare the data for synthesis, the process recommended by Khan et al. 

(2011) was followed to identify the most relevant publications. The identification of 

potentially relevant citations of the literature search produced 53 hits. 13 articles 

remained after the exclusion of irrelevant citations through screening of titles and 

abstracts. Four articles (n=4) were included in the meta-synthesis after the retrieval 

of hardcopies of potentially relevant citations identified through the search strategy 

and by sifting through reference lists; the exclusion of irrelevant citations; and after 

detailed appraisal.  

Databases, keywords and hits for each search and database were tabulated. 

To familiarize with the range and diversity of the material reviewed for this meta-

synthesis, the literature that met the inclusion criteria was critically appraised using 

an adapted version of the McMaster Critical Review Form (Letts et al. 2007).  A 

detailed description of each study was then created.  

Because a less methodological interpretive descriptive design was used in 

this scoping review, attention was paid to maintaining transparency throughout the 

work. The deductive process of analysis of the data, which could either be 

demonstrations of the phenomenon in the form of findings or raw data presented 

as if they were findings, compiled from the primary resources took place in a meta-

data-analysis. Every study included in the review was tabulated in detail and links to 

each grouping were established. During this process of tabulating, the 

demonstrations of the phenomenon were systematically lifted from their original 

context and rearranged according to the thematic groups and categories that 

emerged. The data and the categories were then tabulated which visually aided to 

illuminate the dynamics of enculturation-related habitus adjustments; and the 
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research context in which demonstrations of it were found. The categories that 

emerged were then compared to one another in a process of grouping and 

regrouping the data in as many ways as possible. This then allowed the authors to 

develop the categories using an adapted version of Thorne et al.’s (2004) 

interpretative descriptive method.  

Groups that emerged during the analysis were linked e.g. to country 

migrated from and to; type of migrant; study methodology; concepts or theoretical 

orientation of the studies; or the kind of habitus adjustment described. In the next 

stage, the key concepts and interpretations that emerged after grouping, re-

grouping and comparing process were developed. 

 

Results 

 

All four studies included are of qualitative design and used interviews to 

collect data. The studies by Nayar (2014), Nayar and Sterling (2013), Connor Schisler 

and Polatajko (2002) and Gupta and Sullivan (2008) do not study enculturation and 

habitus per se, but elements of their work meets the inclusion criteria because they 

demonstrate how enculturated elements of the host culture impacted habitus 

adjustments in the participants.  

The phenomenon was discovered in articles published between 2002 and 

2014. The results were drawn from studies that used an occupational science 

perspective to understand either acculturation (Nayar and Sterling 2013); “models 

of acculturation as a measure of successful settlement”  (Nayar 2014); the process 

of cross-cultural adjustment in terms of changes in occupations and the role of 

occupations in immigrant populations (Gupta and Sullivan 2008); or the environment 

and occupational changes that occurred in daily occupations post migration (Connor 

Schisler and Polatajko 2002). Furthermore, the phenomenon occurred in studies that 

used grounded theory (Nayar 2014; Nayar and Sterling 2013), descriptive 

interpretive (Gupta and Sullivan 2008) or ethnographic methodology (Connor 

Schisler and Polatajko 2002).  

The phenomenon was found in studies which used various concepts and 

theoretical orientations. For example, the concept of “shaping self” was reported to 

enable the participants to engage in occupations that engendered a sense of 

belonging and acceptance as an immigrant in the receiving society (Nayar and 

Sterling 2013). Nayar’s (2014) study presented examples of the phenomenon of 
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enculturation-related habitus adjustments by “complexities of acculturation and the 

lack of agency afforded to immigrants in their choice of acculturative strategy, when 

situated within the bicultural context of New Zealand society” (p. 1141). The 

phenomenon occurred in research that focused on physical, psychological, cultural, 

social, spiritual, political, and occupational demands of the environment in post 

migration occupational science (Connor Schisler and Polatajko 2002). The 

phenomenon also appears in a study that aimed to enhance the understanding of 

cross-cultural adaptation in terms of changes in occupations, the way changes were 

handled, and the role occupation played in cross-cultural adaptation (Gupta and 

Sullivan 2008).  

Examples of enculturation-related adjustments to habitus were seen in 

studies whose participants moved from India, Burundi, Eritrea, Somalia, Ethiopia, 

Somalia, Kenya, Sudan, Peru, Burma, Bosnia, Uruguay, Ecuador and Mexico to New 

Zealand, Canada and USA. In terms of the length of stay in the host country, 

participants immigrated between 1987 and 2005. A total of 50 migrants between the 

age of 18 and 65 years were studied. Overall, 8 males and 42 females participated in 

the studies that demonstrated the phenomenon of whom the majority received 

tertiary education. However, not all studies specified whether this took place in 

either their heritage country or the receiving country.  

In most cases the samples were not described in terms of professions. But in 

one instance students and people employed in health, education, public service, and 

technical fields were studied. Enculturation-caused adjustments to habitus were 

seen in studies that studied migrants who chose to immigrate voluntarily to increase 

prospects of employment, refugees, and mixed samples of voluntary and involuntary 

backgrounds. Even though one of the samples consisted of refugees, information 

described only that the participants had applied for refugee status prior to 

immigration but not whether they were granted it at the start of the study.  

Enculturation appears to be a transactional process that is deeply embedded 

within habitus and across occupational contexts. Habitus adjustments occur when 

aspects of the hosting culture are acknowledged and revealed. The descriptions of 

enculturation-related habitus adjustments found in the literature occur when socio-

cultural traditions no longer solely influence aspects such as time management, daily 

occupational patterning and anticipations of individuals and the society. Moreover, 

the adjustments of habitus were triggered by cultural elements that were either of 

collective or personal nature. The results exhibit that the phenomenon occurs in a 
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wide spectrum of categories. 

 

Conventional norms  
The phenomenon occurred in contexts in which migrants had to grow 

accustomed to the code of norms that delineate the etiquette and expectations for 

habitus according to the hosting societies’ norms. The following two categories 

“etiquette” and “social expectations” go therefore hand in hand with one another in 

terms of the impact that conventional norms in the receiving culture have on 

enculturation and the adjustment of habitus. However, the demonstrations of the 

phenomenon illustrated separately both habitus adjustments in terms of etiquette 

and expectations.  

 

Etiquette 
Regarding enculturation-related habitus adjustments in leisure occupations, 

social invitations entail a process of adjustment of habitus and migrants might find 

themselves in a position where the etiquette to act upon must be established before 

one can engage in occupations with others from and within the new context. The 

documentation of an acculturation strategy presented in one of the studies (Nayar 

2014) is detailed and states why and how a specific cultural aspect informed a change 

in habitus from an occupational perspective. Namely, the documentation describes 

how one participant adjusted her habitus as she enculturates the element of being 

asked to bring food to a dinner party, even though that was not the norm in her 

heritage culture which is based on collectivism and being a good host means 

providing the meal for the guests. The participant adjusts her habitus due to the 

cultural difference and now brings food when she is invited, even though she sees 

more value in her own culture.  

 

Social expectations  
What used to be culturally expected in the heritage context may not 

necessarily be so in the host culture. By enculturating certain cultural elements 

regarding expectations or the dismissal of such, one can engage in occupations that 

enhance well-being and enable a more fulfilling life. In another demonstration of the 

phenomenon (Connor Schisler and Polatajko 2002), a participant would go out to 

drink with friends in the heritage country because it is a culturally expected leisure 

habitus, even though he argued with his family and himself about doing so. The 

receiving culture does not expect the same leisure habitus of socializing with other 
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men in bars and the participant happily enculturated that element, modified his 

habitus and stays home with his family.  

 

Feeling of acceptance and belonging  
Enculturation and its impact on habitus enable engagement in occupations 

and a sense of belonging and acceptance. Despite the participants attempts to 

maintain their cultural practices, Nayar & Sterling (2013) demonstrate that 

participants choose how, when and to what extent to engage in occupation due to 

cultural aspects of the receiving culture. This then led the participants to engage in 

occupations that made them feel accepted as immigrants and gave them a sense of 

belonging.  

 

Disclosure of values and beliefs  
In terms of productivity, enculturation within the home and work place 

entails a selectiveness in revealing heritage culture. Nayar & Sterling (2013) describe 

how the participants’ enculturation-related habitus adjustments entailed a 

limitation of personal values and beliefs in order to simplify social connections with 

member of the host context, to enable engagement in occupations, as well as well-

being in the long run. Moreover, proactivity in enculturation and modification of 

habitus to cope with dualism of heritage and host context can be regardful in terms 

of occupational opportunities (Nayar 2014). 

 

Work moral and sense of occupational competency  
In terms of reconstruction of life post migration, enculturating elements of 

the host culture can impact experiences of space, time, roles and meaning of 

occupations which can impact both identity and competency. The way one perceives 

the form of compensation for work in terms of wages or salaries can result in 

enculturation and adjustments of habitus relating to work moral and occupational 

competency. Gupta & Sullivan (2008) describe how when a new the concept of time 

was enculturated, it caused changes in a participant’s occupational behavior at work. 

Because the hosting culture pays an hourly wage, a participant worked harder 

because she felt she had to achieve more.  

 

Occupations involving meals  
After immigrating to a new host context, enculturation leads to adjustments 

of habitus in terms of the engagement in occupations that involve food. Participants 
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found themselves in a position where they must rethink and adjust the way in which 

they plan and have meals according to the customs of the hosting contexts. Connor 

Schisler & Polatajko (2002) describe that participants used to go home for lunch and 

a nap, because in their heritage culture one does not eat in public. After arriving in 

the receiving culture, participants adjusted their habitus and adjusted their eating 

habits, now take lunch with them and stopped napping as they enculturated these 

aspects of the receiving culture.  

Enculturating elements of the hosting culture impacts the way one engages 

in occupations, such as meal preparation. Adjustments may have to be made to 

accommodate potential issues such as annoyance with cooking smells which may be 

unacceptable in the host context. Gupta & Sullivan (2008) describe how one 

participant adjusted her habitus and started cooking using less spices than she 

normally would because her neighbors in the hosting environment complained.  

 

Women and gender norms  
Enculturation in terms of occupational habitus is relevant to women and 

gender perception. Through enculturation, women are shown to face their 

apprehension, redefine their heritage context’s expectations and adjust the way 

they engage in occupations. Participants noted that they enjoyed the freedom in 

dress codes and adjusted their habitus of dressing. They started wearing more 

revealing clothes than they would have because it is acceptable in the host culture. 

They also faced their apprehension, redefined female expectations from their 

heritage culture and got a driver’s license (Gupta and Sullivan 2008). 

 

Discussion 

 

The findings indicate that migrants and refugees mediate and adjust their 

habitus, in terms of occupational engagement, by enculturating elements that may 

be contradictory to their heritage culture but are mostly congruent with their 

personal values and the socio-cultural factors of the new culture. The 

demonstrations of how participants’ enculturation of specific elements led them to 

adjust their habitus are informative but highlighted that there is little primary data 

available.  

Enculturation and its impact on habitus enable engagement in occupations 

even though participants have been shown to make attempts to maintain their 

cultural practices (Nayar and Sterling 2013). Cultural aspects of the receiving culture 
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impact the choices migrants make in terms of how, when and to what extent they 

engage in occupations that make them feel accepted and give them a sense of 

belonging. This requires individuals to position themselves in relation to others 

based on their values and beliefs. Even so, participants engaged in occupations 

resiliently in their new environment even though returning to their heritage context 

may have been easier. 

In terms of women and gender norms, occupational science literature 

describes gender as a product that is constantly created through occupations 

(Beagan and Saunders 2005; Goodman, Knotts, and Jackson 2007; Jackson 1998). As 

part of the findings of this study, women learn how to drive in order to gain 

occupational opportunities and adjusted their habitus in terms of dressing as they 

enculturate the way women tend to dress in the hosting context. Gender appears to 

be deeply embedded in any given socio-cultural context. But it seems to be a social 

construct that can be adjusted and modified over time rather than being an 

unchangeable entity or naturally occurring difference. That women enculturated a 

new perspective on appropriate dressing or getting licensed to drive reveals how the 

new context can impact their decision to adjust their habitus. Dressing and driving 

as occupations are no longer solely the act of putting on clothes or steering a car 

from one place to another, but they entail an informed decision to allow elements 

of the hosting culture to impact their habitus. More so, their habitus adjustments 

occur in multiple related occupations that are adjusted as a result (e.g. shopping, 

putting together outfits, getting around freely without depending on anyone, taking 

up activities that are otherwise inaccessible). 

Beliefs and values triggered adjustments of habitus both directly and 

indirectly. Both concepts appear to impact migrants’ habitus and formed their 

attitude towards occupational engagement. Beliefs are convictions that individuals 

generally believe to be true without proof or evidence and are assumptions one 

derives from personal values and judgements about oneself and the world around 

one (Openstax 2015). Beliefs are impacted by the things one sees, hears, 

experiences, reads and thinks about and impact an individual’s habitus and 

occupational engagement. However, the findings have shown that the participants’ 

beliefs may differ over time in the host context. When previously held beliefs are 

challenged, migrants proactively adjusted their habitus and made a choice about 

whether or not, and how much, of their beliefs and values they disclosed in order to 

enable occupational engagement (Nayar 2014; Nayar and Sterling 2013). 



 
 An Occupational Perspective on Enculturation and Habitus 

JIMS - Volume 14, number 1, 2020 

 

73 
  

Values are often abstract and represent aims, desires, causes and goals 

valuable to an individual. Values also reflect the individual’s or the society’s beliefs 

on the desirability of certain occupations. According to Schwartz (1992), a value is “a 

desirable transsituational goal varying in importance, which serves as a guiding 

principle in the life of a person or other social entity” (p. 21). The individual value of 

engagement in occupations is linked to the person’s meaning in life (Persson et al. 

2001). Values can thus be a set of guiding principles for selective adjustments of 

habitus which is congruent with the finding that when migrants face different 

competing values within ways of engaging in occupations, their choices are likely to 

be based on the values that are more relevant in creating occupational engagement.  

Personal sensory meaning in occupations has shown to connect migrants 

with the values, beliefs and norms of the context they find themselves in. The 

example of the participant cooking with less spices, so her neighbors wouldn’t 

complain, illustrates how habitus adjustments occur in mundane occupations such 

as cooking which are rife with meaning and highly relational to people from any 

social-context (Beagan and D'Sylva 2011). But the meaning it holds to migrants may 

not be in line with the socio-cultural meaning in the hosting context. Adjusting the 

occupation has a larger implication than just spicing the meal less. It implies that the 

occupational experience is limited. This can result in a sense of loss and 

compromised well-being because replicating the multisensory meanings of 

occupations that migrants are accustomed to prior to their move is part of their 

identity. They are, as Bailliard (2013) puts it ‘‘pre-cognitive or unconscious elements 

of occupation and their impact on the lived experience of occupation’’ (p.120). This 

illuminates how enculturation-related adjustments of habitus do not always have a 

positive outcome for migrants. It can instead lead to occupational interruption, 

deprivation, disruption and alienation. 

The findings of this study highlight how cultural norms trigger adjustments 

in migrants’ occupational engagement. Much of the occupational knowledge base is 

on the norms and ideologies of western societies because that is where the 

profession finds its origin and where a large majority of research has been 

conducted. Voices of practitioners call increasingly for more culturally sensitive 

occupational therapy and science approaches (Hammell 2009; Iwama 2003). 

The results of this scoping review do not only uncover that we do not know 

much about what triggers adjustments of habitus and its larger implications on 

occupational engagement. Rather it points to two issues colliding: occupational 
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therapy’s and science’s assumption do not necessarily reflect perspectives that suit 

those outside of the sociocultural contexts it has been dominantly studied in; and 

global migration brings people from those from contexts that the profession is 

insensitive to into the socio-cultural contexts that occupational therapy’s 

assumptions were first constructed around.  

This mingling creates a scenario where the profession needs to contemplate 

over how pre-existing practice can be constructively challenged in a way that 

encourages practitioners as well as scientists to notice their implicit biases and 

create a profession that is aware of the respective socio-cultures’ norms but at the 

same time is flexible to respond to those who immigrated from a different socio-

cultural background.  

The results show that adjusting one’s habitus can impact the sense of 

competence. Competence has been addressed in the literature (Christiansen 1999; 

Gage and Polatajko 1994; Phelan and Kinsella 2009). But there is no consensus on 

how and why competence matters (Holahan 2014). This implies that as practitioners 

we practice according to what we hold true and to how we interpret its relevance in 

the socio-cultural context that we practice in. People that move into that context 

from outside may adjust their habitus and gain a different sense of competence. But 

on a wider picture, does this suggest that consensus (on competence but also on 

other relevant assumptions) within the discipline can only be proposed when 

Western-based theories of occupation are assumed to be universal, or when the 

those outside of the Western context conform to it? Hammell (2011) emphasizes 

that “knowledge is partial and situated, and that theories prevail due not to their 

intrinsic superiority but to superior power” (p. 27).  

While this synthesis does not hold the answers to the complexities it reveals, 

it does illustrate the importance for occupational therapists and scientists to draw 

from culturally diverse assumptions and perspectives in order to make the 

profession not only more inclusive but to also enhance it. Occupational science and 

therapy in multicultural settings may have a lot offer to bridge the dimensions of 

cultural contexts and the ways migrants adjust their ways of engaging in occupations. 

That means observing and reflecting upon habitus and occupational norms of the 

local context and being able to explain the ways of engaging in occupations to those 

unfamiliar with them. Ultimately, it means to address one’s own cultural biases, 

whether implicit or not, continually in order to be able to perceive the impact of 

cultural differences. 
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This review assessed the current state of the literature on the phenomenon 

of enculturation and its impact in terms of occupational engagement. From an 

occupational science perspective, enculturating the habitus is a complex process 

involving socio-cultural components and purposeful adjustments. Yet, there is little 

information in the literature on the underlying adjustments of habitus in accordance 

with enculturation and the implications of it in terms of occupational science and 

therapy remain underexplored.  

 

Limitations 

The majority of the articles generated in the search had to be excluded 

because they aimed to investigate occupations migrants engage in to transition into 

their new contexts, whether migrants adjusted occupations or adopted new ones 

after immigration in general terms, and the challenges that arise in participation in 

occupations post migration but did not present any descriptions of how enculturated 

elements of the hosting culture informed a particular change in habitus.  

Even though there are examples of enculturation-related habitus 

adjustments in the occupational science and therapy literature, none of the studies 

included in this meta-synthesis focused on the concept of enculturation or habitus 

as such. Instead they aimed to enhance our understanding of immigration within the 

occupational science scope utilizing different concepts. Nonetheless, only literature 

was included when it presented detailed information on how cultural elements were 

enculturated and led to adjustments in habitus. In all included studies attempts were 

made to maintain trustworthiness and thorough information on their objectives, 

strategies and methods used were given. However, given the limited wordage in 

journal articles, one might suspect that on instances information on study designs 

and decision trails had to be cut short.  

The phenomenon of enculturation-related adjustments to habitus was 

described in studies that used interviews in English to generate data. None of the 

participants were native English speakers and language issues may have prevented 

the participants from expressing themselves nuanced and concisely. Depending on 

the timeframe of data collection, changes in political climate and legislation could 

have impacted the focus of the participants’ narrative.  

It must also be noted that all studies included are in English. Limitations of 

the search strategy may exist even though best efforts were made to scan for studies 

in which the phenomenon occurs. However, the resulting number of included studies 
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are based on the search method and inclusion criteria. Because the nature of this 

study is interpretive, it must be stated that the synthesis emerging is the authors’ 

interpretation (Noblit and Hare 1988) and that replication may not lead to the same 

outcome. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The need for future research investigating enculturation and habitus in 

occupational science and therapy cannot be overstated. To fully understand human 

occupation, one must consider both the culture and the person engaged in 

occupations. Empirical studies have only begun to investigate how cultural elements 

impact migrants’ identity, but how cultural elements influence their habitus and 

occupational engagement remains neglected in the literature. Migrants enculturate 

and adjust their habitus in a variety of categories, such as conventional norms, 

women and gender perception, feeling of acceptance and belonging, disclosure of 

values and beliefs, work moral and sense of occupational competency and 

occupations involving meals. Yet, more knowledge on this might answer the calls for 

more culturally sensitive occupational therapy practice.  
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Aims of this special section 

 

Welcome to the Journal of Identity and Migration Studies’ special section on 

student research on flight, migration and integration. This special section contains 

five articles, written by Bachelor and Master students across Europe. We believe that 

this collection of articles provides very interesting insights into student research and 

provides perspectives from various specializations and fields.  

Before we detail on the content of this special section, we want to shortly 

share how this project came about. In the wave of the so called “refugee crisis” in 

Germany in 2015, also our students became interested in what was happening and 

we received an increasing amount of final student thesis dealing with the topics of 

refugees, migration and integration. As the situation in Europe was perceived as new 

– even though similar migration waves have existed before (Kleist, 2017) – much of 

the student research was actually developing interesting new approaches and 

gathering interesting data. We felt that this knowledge that the students 

accumulated should be spread to a wider public and not just rot in our offices and 

archives like many student theses unfortunately do. Hence, we started an 
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interdisciplinary student conference “Herkunft_Zukunft” (Origin_Future) at our 

University in Berlin. Even though we had planned it as a small scale and local event, 

soon we received applications from students all across Europe, being eager to share 

their insights and results.  

In 2019 we held the 4th student conference “Herkunft_Zukunft” and by now 

about half of our applicants are from outside Germany. We screen the Abstracts of 

the applicants and only invite the 15 best approaches to present at our small 

conference. Over the years, not only did we get more international applications, but 

also the quality of the student research is increasing impressively. Hence, with this 

special section, we invited the presenters of the last two cohorts of the conference 

for a competitive call for papers. All papers we received underwent a double-blind 

review process by two external reviewers. Hence, the papers you will read in this 

special section are the edited version of the top five of all received applications. 

 

Content of the Special Section 

 

We continue following our interdisciplinary approach, as in our conferences. 

Hence, this special section hosts papers from the fields of politics, philosophy, 

development cooperation, culture, gender and identity studies.  

We start with two articles that analyze the German situation from different 

angles, before we move on to the situation on the ground in Jordan and on to 

individual perspectives of female refugees. We close with a rather philosophical 

discussion on the birthright lottery.  

In the first article, Friederike Alm uses the ranking in by the Multiculturalism 

Policy Index (Banting; Kymlicka, 2013) to compare the Canadian and German 

implementation of multicultural policies. She argues that Canada is more advanced 

in the application of multicultural policies and suggests that certain aspects of the 

Canadian model of multiculturalism could be applied to the German context for 

integration. This discussion is in line with current findings of Igarashi (2019) on a 

comparison with data from 20 European countries. 

In the second article, Tim Zumloh analyses the discussion protocols of the 

German Bundestag from the 1970s to demonstrate how the labeling of refugees and 

asylum seekers changed. This historical analysis is interesting in the light of current 

political debate and labeling. As current research focuses more on labeling in media 

(Holmes; Castañeda, 2016; Szczepanik, M. 2016, Greussing; Boomgaarden, 2017), 
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this historic perspective and its analogies to the current political debate – at least in 

Germany – is enlightening – if not scary and is especially important, if we consider 

Krause’s (2016) assertion that labeling influences identity and belonging. 

The third article by Alexander C. Burlin analyses the development programs 

applied in Jordan as a response to the Syrian refugee influx and argues that the 

challenges that arose are rooted in the structural dynamics of the humanitarian-

development industry, mainly their lack of adaption to the local context. These 

insights, supported with data from field work, are especially interesting as the EU-

Jordan compact is seen as a potential model for development cooperation in the face 

of large migration flows (Lenner; Turner, 2018; Huang, et al. 2018). 

In the fourth article, Sara Eltokhy explores how and if Syrian refugee women 

during their early stages of settlement in Milan develop a sense of belonging. This 

sense of belonging is essential for the integration process (Krause, 2016) and has 

been considered important for mental health and stability (Çelebi; Verkuyten; Bagci, 

2017). The paper points to relatively simple policy measures that can contribute 

substantially to developing a sense of belonging. 

The last and final article by Marvin Jammerman critically discusses Ayelet 

Shachar´s concept of The Birthright Lottery (2009). He elaborates on the concepts of 

birthright citizenship, Ius Nexi and global inequalities, and revises and extents the 

concept. With this he presents a different and critical perspective and invites the 

reader to question current systems. 
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Abstract. This paper offers a comparative analysis of the Canadian and German 
implementation of multicultural policies and carefully argues for the application of some 
aspects of the Canadian model of multiculturalism for immigrant integration to the German 
context. It analyses the current policies that the two countries have implemented according 
to their ranking in the Multiculturalism Policy Index (MPI) for immigrant minorities and also 
takes into account the difficulties when one national model is applied to another. To contrast 
the two cases, I use data from the MPI and my additional research to show how two policy 
areas in particular, the official affirmation of multiculturalism at the state level and the 
implementation of affirmative action policies, are already strongly entrenched in the 
Canadian case, but have only seen reluctant implementation in the German case. I claim that 
the implementation of Canadian model of multiculturalism in Germany could have positive 
effects on the discursive framing of immigrants and could further strengthen the funding and 
engagement for multicultural policies in the future.   
 
Keywords: Germany, Canada, immigrant integration; multiculturalism, multicultural policies, 
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“Multiculturalism is our strength, as synonymous with Canada as the Maple Leaf.“ 
                      Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau1  

 
“Multiculturalism has failed.“ 

         German Chancellor Angela Merkel2 

 

 

The Canadian model of multiculturalism was first introduced in the 1970s 

and is hailed as the best approach to managing culturally diverse societies worldwide 

(Kymlicka 2004; Ley 2010, Fleras 2015). The praise of the Canadian system of 

immigration and integration has not been lost on Germany. Almost all German 

parties have argued for the adoption of the Canadian points system for immigration.3 

 
1 Government of Canada (27/06/2016): „Statement by Prime Minister on Multiculturalism 

Day“. 

2 The Washington Post (12/14/2015): „Multiculturalism is a sham, says Angela Merkel“. 
3 The German Left Party is the only party which has not explicitly demanded the introduction 

of an immigration policy similar to the Canadian Points system. However, even politicians 
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In this paper, I argue that rather than the points system for immigration, it is the 

Canadian approach to immigrant integration of state-implemented multiculturalism 

that warrants further analysis, as it could yield viable directives for future policy 

developments in Germany. To substantiate my argument, this paper investigates the 

applicability of the Canadian approach to the German system.  

This analysis will be based on the ranking of the two countries in the 

Multiculturalism Policy Index for immigrant minorities (MPI) developed by the 

Canadian scholars Banting and Kymlicka (2006, on-going), who propose eight policy 

areas which countries can use to implement multicultural policies (MCPs). I consider 

the MPI to be a suitable benchmark for this analysis, as it has been praised for 

providing both a tool for comparative research on multiculturalism, as well as a 

normative recommendation for multicultural inclusion politics (Schultze and 

Gerstenkorn 2015, 167).4 Two out of the eight MCP areas named by Banting and 

Kymlicka (2006, on-going) are examined more closely.  

The first section will be dedicated to laying the theoretical groundwork by 

defining multiculturalism, demarcating the notion that is used for this paper, and 

introducing the MPI. To contextualise the analysis, the second section will briefly 

highlight the political and societal differences and similarities between Canada and 

Germany in relation to immigration and multiculturalism, including an outline of the 

way each country has dealt with immigration and multiculturalism. Section three will 

contain the analysis as well as possible counterarguments to the application of the 

Canadian system in Germany. In the final section, I summarize my findings. 

 

1. Multiculturalism: From the Theoretical to the Political Dimension 

Defining Multiculturalism  
 

The ambiguity of the term multiculturalism demands some differentiation. 

Muchowiecka (2013) provides a differentiated demarcation of the term when she 

 
from the right-wing AfD have asked for “an immigration system fashioned after the Canadian 

example” in the party principles referenced in their programme (Ghelli 2015).  

4 It should be stressed that the MPI is not without criticism. Its underlying concept of 

multicultural citizenship in particular has been criticized for using the Canadian model as its 

blueprint (Joppke 2001, Soysal 2011), and a general discussion of the shortcomings of the 

Kymlicka’s multicultural citizenship has also been offered in my own Master’s Thesis 

“Beyond Multicultural Citizenship” (Alm 2018). For the purposes of this evaluation, the MPI 

serves as a useful tool, particularly for the ample amount of data connected in relation to the 

two country cases. 
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distinguishes between multiculturalism as “state measures introduced to manage 

diversity”, as opposed to multiculturalism as a “lived experience”. By the latter, she 

refers to the fact that many Western societies have developed into multicultural 

societies due to their “ethnic and cultural diversity”, which adds to Triadafilopoulos’ 

(2012, 2) description of some societies as “de-facto multicultural”.  

Stuart Hall also refers to multiculturalism as a “variety of political strategies” 

(Hall 2001 in Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010, 2), which include measures in the area 

of public recognition, education, social services and other policy provisions that seek 

to accommodate the needs of minority groups such as immigrants (ibid. 3). Banting 

and Kymlicka claim that such policies  

 “(…) go beyond the protection of the basic civil and political rights guaranteed to all 

individuals in a liberal-democratic state, to also extend some level of public 

recognition and support for ethno-cultural minorities to maintain and express their 

distinct identities and practices.“ (Banting and Kymlicka 2006, 1) 

Multiculturalism as a normative policy framework introduced by the state 

delineates the relevant notion of multiculturalism for this paper. The MPI by Banting 

and Kymlicka proposes such a framework and will be outlined in the next section. 

 

Banting and Kymlicka’s 8-point multiculturalism index 
 

The theoretical premise of the analysis in this paper will be based on Banting 

and Kymlicka’s proposal of three MPIs, with varying contents, differentiating 

between policy provisions for sub-state minorities, indigenous peoples and 

immigrants (Banting et al. 2006, 52). For the aim of this paper, the immigrant MPI 

was chosen. Banting and Kymlicka propose the following eight policy measures for 

immigrants: 

“1. Constitutional, legislative or parliamentary affirmation of 

multiculturalism, at the central and/or regional and municipal levels. 

2. The adoption of multiculturalism in school curriculum. 

3. The inclusion of ethnic representation/sensitivity in the mandate of public 

 media or media licensing. 

4. Exemptions from dress codes, Sunday-closing legislation etc. either by 

statute or by court cases.   

5. Allowing dual citizenship. 

6. The funding of ethnic group organizations to support cultural activities.  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7. The funding of bilingual education or mother tongue instruction.   

8. Affirmative action for disadvantaged immigrant groups.”  (Banting et al. 

2006, 56f.) 

According to Kymlicka, the measures provided through these eight policy 

areas serve to support a process of “multiculturalism-as-citizenization”. By this 

Kymlicka means that the state should provide these policies to recognize its citizens’ 

diversity of needs in order to allow them to become fully contributing members of 

society. Spanning across “economic, political, social, and cultural dimensions” 

(Kymlicka 2010, 38), this process is a “deeply transformative project both for 

minorities and majorities”, which will allow the public “to enter new relationships, 

and to embrace new concepts and discourses, all of which profoundly transform 

people’s identities and practices” (ibid. 39). 

I have chosen to analyse two out of the eight policy areas proposed by 

Banting and Kymlicka more closely. The contrast in these two policy areas is 

considered the starkest and therefore fit for a fruitful analysis: Policy area one 

“constitutional, legislative or parliamentary affirmation of multiculturalism, at the 

central and/or regional and municipal levels“ was chosen because it constitutes the 

very basis of a state to normatively take its multiculturalism into account. While this 

has been acknowledged constitutionally in Canada, Germany has been very 

reluctant, at best “self-conscious”, about its status as an immigration country and 

the ensuing politics of difference (Schönwälder 2010). Policy area eight “affirmative 

action for disadvantaged immigrant groups“ was chosen because affirmative action 

represents a politically contentious issue in German politics, as it does in many other 

continental European countries (Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010). In contrast, the 

use of affirmative action policy could be considered quotidian in the North American 

context. Since the introduction of anti-discrimination legislation in Germany 15 years 

ago, there is now renewed incentive to review ‘best practice’ examples for further 

implementation. 

 

2. Canada and Germany: Different but similar? 

  
Despite their very different political responses to immigration and 

multiculturalism that will be presented in the following, both Canada and Germany share 

a history of immigration to their respective countries, making them “de-facto 

multicultural societies, as a result of liberalizing changes to their migration and 
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citizenship policies.” (Triadafilopoulos 2012, 2). As Triadafilopoulos notes, Canada is 

usually classified as a “classical immigration country”, while Germany is characterized as 

a “prototypical labour recruiting country” (ibid.). In considering the underlying systemic 

and societal similarities, a closer look at the potential of Canadian approaches to 

multicultural policies is warranted, since its potential to be replicated in other nations 

with similar immigration trajectories is widely acknowledged in the literature (Schultze 

and Gerstenkorn 2015, 152; Fleras 2015, 322). To substantiate the contextual backdrop 

to the policy analysis in section three, the following section is dedicated to tracing the 

histories of both Canada and Germany’s respective policy responses to immigration and 

multiculturalism. 

 

Canada: the “classical immigration country” 
 

Given its status as a “settler society”, immigration has long been a 

“cornerstone” of Canadian nation building (Ley 2010, 191; Triadafilopoulos 2012, 9). 

There has been a consistent and regulated influx of roughly 1% (250,000 to 300,000 

new Canadians) of the total population each year, which places Canada among the 

countries that have the highest percentage of immigrants among their population 

(Schultze 2008, 81; World Economic Forum 2019).  

Canada’s commitment to multiculturalism therefore stems from this long 

history of immigration to the country. Multiple acts concerning both immigration 

and multiculturalism have contributed to the establishment of the Canadian 

multiculturalism model since 1971, when Prime Minister Pierre E. Trudeau declared 

that Canada would adopt a multiculturalism policy (Schultze and Gerstenkorn 2015, 

165). While the initial commitment to multiculturalism can be traced to the “quiet 

revolution” of Quebec as an offer of appeasement to this sub-state national group 

in committing to bi-culturalism and bi-lingualism (Ley 2010, 191), it evolved to 

encompass three pillars: the recognition of rights for the Québécois, for indigenous 

peoples and immigrant groups (ibid. 162).  

Trudeau’s commitment to multiculturalism in 1971 was also further 

entrenched in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms in 1981, which 

institutionalised collective and communal fundamental rights (ibid. 88). In 1988, the 

Canadian Multiculturalism Act was passed. The Multiculturalism Act states that 

“federal institutions shall promote policies, programmes and practices that enhance 

the ability of individuals and communities of all origins to contribute to the 

continuing evolution of Canada” (Canadian Multiculturalism Act 1988). Over the last 
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decades, the priorities of Canadian multiculturalism politics have evolved, adapting 

to changes in society. Pointing to the 2004-5 Annual Report on the Multiculturalism 

Act, Ley highlights that the programme areas of the act are committed to 

emphasizing “active citizenship, not heritage cultures” (Ley 2010, 197). 

 

Germany – the prototypical labour recruiting country 
 

Unlike the Canadian approach of an open commitment to multiculturalism 

in light of immigration as a cornerstone of its society, Germany has historically been 

suspicious of newcomers, viewing itself as a “complete society”, where immigration 

was viewed as a “anomaly or regrettable necessity” (Fleras 2015, 80).  As the above 

quote illustrates, Germany was ready to welcome immigrants for labour shortages 

in the 1960s, when it facilitated a substantive influx of immigrants from southern 

Europe and Turkey. The term “Gastarbeiter” (guest worker) is indicative of the status 

that was assigned to these immigrants. This wave of immigration in post-war 

Germany was not met with multicultural policies, since their arrival was seen as 

“needed but not wanted” (ibid.). Their residency was viewed as a temporary 

economic exchange that was meant to benefit both sides – but they were expected 

to either leave or assimilate (Muchowiecka 2013). As Muchowiecka points out: 

“(...) Assimilation did not equate with becoming a citizen, it was rather perceived as 

a process of becoming an ‘unproblematic foreigner’. In an official statement of 1982, 

Chancellor Kohl defined integration as ‘fitting into German society without conflict 

and without access to the right of citizenship.’” (ibid.) 

However, the guest workers did not leave, but established themselves in 

Germany, with 25,5% of German residents now holding the status of having an 

“immigration background”5 (BPB 2019). Hence, Germany’s de-facto status as a 

multicultural society has not sprung from a deliberate choice to become one, as in 

Canada, but rather out of necessity and a lack of political strategy in accommodating 

newcomers (Muchowiecka 2013). In light of this, it could be viewed as contradictory 

that “multiculturalism has become a derogatory term in present day Germany” 

 
5 According to the definition of the German Federal Agency for Migration and Refugees “all 

immigrants that came to the federal republic of Germany after 1949, all foreigners born in 

Germany, all Germans born in Germany or born as German who have at least one parent that 

was not born in Germany” are considered persons with a so-called “immigration background” 

(BAMF 2020). 
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(Schönwälder 2010, 152). Despite its avid rejection by high officials such as the 

chancellor, an official policy framework, like the Canadian one, never existed (ibid.).  

However, the last two decades have seen some significant changes in policy 

regarding immigration, which indirectly affect the rights of immigrants. The 

Citizenship Act of 2000 and the Immigration Act of 2005 accepted past immigration 

as a fact and a “political consensus” emerged, substantiating the belief that more 

efforts must be made to improve the integration of immigrants (ibid. 153-154). 

Nevertheless, the announcement of a paradigm shift has not been met with 

immigrant group rights and accommodations (ibid. 154). The dominant framework 

with which integration is associated, is one which puts the onus of “obligations and 

adjustments” on the immigrants, while the German state does not provide any 

explicit accommodations entrenched at the federal level, contrary to the “active 

state” model in Canada (ibid. 156). 

However, several small developments have taken place at the regional and 

local level, such as the establishment of “multiculturalism agencies” in some major 

cities (e.g. the office for multicultural affairs – OMCA in Frankfurt) (Schönwälder 

2010, 162; Radtke 2015, 60). Despite these efforts being arguably un-coordinated 

with the federal level, they show that there is “room for manoeuvre” to implement 

multicultural programmes below the federal level (Schönwälder 2010, 162). 

 

3. Applying the Canadian model of Multiculturalism to Germany? 

 

In this section, I analyse the steps taken by the respective countries in the 

policy areas chosen from the MPI in order to demonstrate which aspects of the 

Canadian model could be useful for the German context. In the overall index, Canada 

scores 7.5 out of 8 points in 2010, the latest point of calculation (6.5 in 1990; 7.5 in 

2000). Germany’s index score is at 2.5 out of 8 points in 2010 (0.5 in 1990; 2.0 in 

2000).6 In the whole index, Australia has the highest score (8/8), while Denmark and 

Japan score the lowest (0/8 each) (Tolley and Vonk 2016, 4). In the following 

subsections, the data assembled for MCP indicators one and eight will serve as a 

starting point for the analysis, with my own research added to update the data.7 

 
6 The MPI has ranked 21 Western countries according to the MCP policy framework developed 

by Banting and Kymlicka (Multiculturalism Policy Index 2020). For more information on the 

index and its ranking, refer to the indicated website. 

7 For brevity, area one “Constitutional, legislative, or parliamentary affirmation of 

multiculturalism at the central and/or regional and municipal levels and the existence of a 
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Affirmation MCPs in Canada and Germany: Putting Multiculturalism on the Map 
 

In the area of affirmation MCPs, Canada scores a full point, whereas 

Germany scores 0.5 points. This is hardly surprising, considering that an official 

commitment to multiculturalism has been part of the Canadian constitution since 

the entrenchment of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms of 1982, which states under 

section 27: “This Charter shall be interpreted in a manner consistent with the 

preservation and enhancement of the multicultural heritage of Canadians” (Tolley 

and Vonk 2016, 25).  

An official commitment to multiculturalism can also be found in the 

Canadian Multiculturalism Act of 1988. Canada has a Department of Citizenship, 

Immigration and Multiculturalism, explicitly responsible for the implementation of 

the Multiculturalism Program intended by the Multiculturalism Act. However, it 

should be noted that the implementation of multicultural policies varies across 

regions and municipalities, with some provinces having more explicit recognitions of 

multiculturalism (Ontario, Québec8) than others (Newfoundland, Labrador) (ibid.). 

Despite this regional variation, the Canadian commitment to multiculturalism at the 

federal level has been steadfast and strong (ibid.).  

This is not the case in Germany. As the previous account of German 

engagement with multiculturalism has already shown, commitment to an official 

multicultural society at the federal level has never been in place with sporadic efforts 

to heave so-called integration into the policy arena at the federal level. The data 

assembled for the MPI support this general contention. Germany does, however, 

score 0.5 in this policy area, which is due to the sporadic efforts to support 

multiculturalism at the regional levels, which were also addressed in section two 

(ibid. 45f.). Germany’s main efforts at the federal level can be summarised as the 

“support and demand” approach for immigrants, that is, shaping policy that supports 

immigrants to become “unproblematic foreigners” (Muchowiecka 2013), another 

contention that is supported by the MPI data (ibid.). Unlike Canada, Germany does 

not have a state department exclusively concerned with immigration and 

multiculturalism. However, increasing efforts have been made at the regional and 

 
government ministry, secretariat or advisory board to implement this policy in consultation 

with ethnic communities” will henceforth referred to as “Affirmation MCPs” and area eight 

“Affirmative Action for disadvantaged groups” will henceforth referred to as “Affirmative 

Action MCPs” 
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municipal levels to integrate a multicultural policy. 

To add to the MPI findings, it is worth noting the office of the federal 

commissioner for migration, refugees and integration (henceforth integration 

commissioner). This office is noteworthy for two reasons: the federal commissioner 

is part of the federal government. This means that Annette Widmann-Mauz, the 

current commissioner, is an active advisor of chancellor Merkel. Her tasks include 

supporting “the integration of all immigrants living on German federal territory” and 

“enabling a relaxed cohabitation of Germans and foreigners” (Federal Integration 

Commissioner 2020). Having her as an advisor to the chancellor does warrant some 

attention, since it implies that her input is wanted and recognized at the highest 

level. This is not an official affirmation of multiculturalism as such but could be 

considered as a recognition of Germany’s non-homogenous society, something 

German political elites have historically been reluctant about (Joppke 1999, 

Triadafilopoulos 2012). These findings demonstrate that the official German 

commitment to multiculturalism has been hesitant at best, having not formed “as a 

consistent political programme” (Kraus and Schönwälder 2006, 206) as opposed to 

the Canadian explicit adoption of multiculturalism in the constitution.  

Given the normativity of an official affirmation of multiculturalism, the 

effects of this affirmation are hard to be measured numerically. Rather, I would 

argue that such an affirmation forms a fundamental starting point for any further 

entrenchment of multicultural policies, as it has in Canada. Schönwälder additionally 

argues that an official commitment holds the power to change the rhetoric to be 

more inclusive: 

“Political declarations do make a difference and should not be dismissed as mere 

rhetoric (...). High-level celebrations of the values of diversity and the contributions 

of immigrants may influence public opinion and further convince immigrants that 

they are welcomed and regarded as an integral part of German society.“ 

(Schönwälder 2010, 163) 

In Canada, the official affirmation of multiculturalism dates back to 1971 and 

one effect of this official affirmation could be seen in 54% of Canadians stating that 

multiculturalism is an important symbol of Canadian national identity (Focus Canada, 

2015). Germans do not view multiculturalism as a symbol of national identity, and 

recent surveys have found that 52% of Germans want immigrants to adapt to the 

“culture of mainstream society” (Benoit et al. 2017). One could therefore argue that 

an official state-level commitment to multiculturalism at the federal level could put 
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multiculturalism on the map for Germans, as has been the case in Canada. This would 

support Schönwälder’s contention when she claims that “a society that generally 

sees itself as being shaped by immigration and as gaining from its plurality will be 

less likely to have an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ mentality, in which immigrants are expected 

to adjust to a given entity.” (Schönwälder 2010, 163).  

As I have shown, an adoption of an official affirmation of multiculturalism, 

as has been achieved in Canada, could have a two-fold successful result for Germany: 

Firstly, it would legitimate more funding and further entrenchment of existent 

multicultural policies as well as more government engagement. Secondly, a change 

in rhetoric to viewing immigrants as fully contributing German citizens rather than 

“foreigners” would mark a fundamental discursive shift. It would open up discussion 

about immigration and multiculturalism in an inclusive state that does not place the 

‘burden’ of integration as assimilation entirely on immigrants themselves but takes 

on a more active role in the promotion of “multiculturalism-as-citizenization” in 

Kymlicka’s sense. 

 
Affirmative Action MCPs in Canada and Germany: Moving from “positive 
discrimination” to equity 

 

Affirmative action MCPs concern efforts in the area of anti-discrimination 

and equity policies. For this MPI indicator, Canada scores a full point, whereas 

Germany scores zero. In this section I will take a closer look at the benefits of the 

Canadian Employment Equity Act of 1995, as well as evaluate the potential that 

German policy holds in this area. 

For Canada, Tolley and Vonk list two specific policies in the area of 

Affirmative Action MCPs, namely the Canadian Human Rights Act of 1977, which 

gives protection against discrimination on the grounds of inter alia race and ethnicity 

and the Employment Equity Act (EEA) of 1995 (amended from the initial act of 1986) 

(Tolley and Vonk 2016, 29). The EEA was implemented to “ensure that all Canadians 

have the same access to the labour market” and in doing so requires all employers 

“to ensure the full representation of members of the four designated groups within 

their organizations” (Canadian Human Rights Commission 2013). The four 

designated groups are women, Aboriginal peoples, persons with disabilities and 

members of visible minorities (ibid.). Employers are therefore required by law to 

ensure diversity at the workplace by actively identifying barriers for these four 

designated groups and developing a plan to reduce these barriers, as well as report 
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on the progress of increasing diversity (ibid.). Annual reports on the representation 

of the four groups in the labour market are submitted by the Department for 

Employment, Workforce Development and Labour. The latest annual report shows 

that the representation of visible minorities has consistently increased since the act 

was first implemented in 1986, raised from 5% of representation (with 6.3% labour 

market availability) to 22.8% in 2018 (with 17.8% labour market availability). This 

makes visible minorities the only designated group that has surpassed 

representation as opposed to labour market availability since 2007 (Government of 

Canada 2018). While one cannot associate these positive outcomes exclusively with 

the implementation of the EEA, they are nevertheless remarkable. 

While Germany has anti-discrimination legislation, it does not have equity 

policies. The German Equal Treatment Act (GETA) was implemented in 2006. The 

GETA forbids discrimination in the areas of goods and services as well as employment 

on the grounds of inter alia race and ethnicity. It allows affirmative action 

programmes, but it does not establish a requirement of such programmes for 

employers, as the Employment Equity Act does (Tolley and Vonk 2016, 51).  

The 2006 GETA also prescribed the establishment of a Federal Anti-

Discrimination Agency (FADA), which could be added to Tolley and Vonk’s findings. 

This agency fulfills three tasks: Providing legal counsel for individuals who have 

experienced discrimination, promoting diversity and anti-discrimination measures at 

the federal level and funding research on the area of anti-discrimination in Germany 

(FADA 2020, 38). This agency could provide a fruitful ground for the proliferation of 

affirmative action programmes. In fact, the FADA has published numerous guidelines 

concerned with entrenching diversity at the workplace, both for companies and for 

public service. These guidelines include recommendations for equity measures. 

Despite these well-intentioned efforts, it is the GETA’s weakness in not requiring any 

affirmative action by employers, along with funding issues, which impede the FADA’s 

work (Schönwälder 2010, 163).  

Apart from the FADA’s commitment to anti-racism and equity in 

employment, there has been no official recognition of certain groups being 

disadvantaged. This is, however, the case, as the FADA-commissioned survey on 

“Discrimination in Germany” shows that 23.2% of respondents with an immigration 

background had experienced discrimination (FADA 2017)  

 There is a definitive lack of commitment to render the GETA stricter 

on Affirmative Action MCPs. This lack of commitment can be associated with a 
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general scepticism regarding affirmative action programmes in Germany, which are 

often dubbed measures of “positive discrimination” (Kraus and Schönwälder 2006, 

209). The term itself is indicative of the disregard that is generally held of such 

policies.  In fact, in their evaluation of the Canadian model of multiculturalism, the 

German authors Schultze and Gerstenkorn (2015, 172) explicitly dub the Canadian 

affirmative action programmes “positive discrimination”, stating that these are 

“problematic” and should be viewed critically. 

Considering this, a replication of an employment equity act similar to the 

Canadian one in Germany might not be appropriate. However, a first step similar to 

the Canadian approach would be to monitor employment of people with 

immigration background as closely as it is being done in Canada. This would possibly 

move public discourse from the contention around ‘positive discrimination’ to an 

acknowledgment of necessary equity measures. Consistent lobbying by the FADA 

might bear fruits in rendering the possibility of affirmative action programmes in the 

GETA more stringent. As soon as this happens, looking at the Canadian EEA as a best 

practice example for affirmative action MCPs could prove to be valuable. However, 

the analysis of affirmative action MCPs exemplifies the difficulty in applying a very 

specific Canadian policy to the German framework and context. It demonstrates the 

necessity for critical and founded evaluation. This necessity will be the subject of the 

next section. 

 

Making the case for Canadian Multiculturalism: A “best practice beacon” in MCPs 
for Germany? 

 

The MPI shows that Canada is clearly far ahead of Germany in the 

implementation of MCPs. For this paper, the MPI findings have proven useful in 

making the case for necessary improvements to the German MCP framework. The 

underlying normative assumption of the preceding analysis was that the Canadian 

model would offer concrete policy guidelines for the further development and 

entrenchment of German MCPs. However, there are two counterarguments that 

challenge this contention. 

 One concerns the actual output of Canadian MCPs, that is: whether 

Canada’s model deserves the positive reputation it enjoys. The other 

counterargument pertains to general concerns with the applicability of Canadian 

MCPs to other contexts. Numerous authors have noted that while Canada’s model is 

the “poster-child for multiculturalism” (Fleras 2015, 328) the actual outcomes of 



                      
Friederike ALM 

JIMS – Volume 14, number 1, 2020 

 

96 
 

Canadian MCPs have not led to social cohesion (Schultze and Gerstenkorn 2015, 

162). Fleras (2015, 323-324 ) also points to unintended outcomes of MCPs: “the 

unintended impact of official multiculturalism or its manipulation by vested interests 

may be the ideological masking of racial hierarchies or the exacerbation of racialized 

inequities“.  

Due to a lack of sufficient empirical evidence and a difficulty to distinguish 

policy effects from other causalities, it is challenging to determine to what extent 

Canadian MCPs have affected positive change (Kymlicka 2012, 10). However, Fleras 

points to the positive effect in national identity and institutional inclusion that MCPs 

in Canada have enabled (Fleras 2015, 322). Evaluating the “Canadian success story” 

of multiculturalism, Kymlicka (2012, 10, 13) also lists positive effects on immigrant 

integration, participation and general social cohesion. Highlighting the numerous 

paradoxes and unresolved issues in Canadian multiculturalism, Fleras points out that 

“[i]n Canada, multiculturalism promotes immigrant inclusion by encouraging healthy 

attitudes towards others and establishing responsive institutions that include rather 

than exclude in building an inclusive country“ (ibid. 357). This is what makes the 

Canadian model a system “worthy of praise and emulation” (ibid. 322).  

It is the “emulation” of the Canadian success story, which raises the second 

counterargument frequently encountered when efforts are made to apply policies 

of one context to another, which concern the historical and systemic differences that 

might undermine such an endeavour. Numerous German researchers are weary of 

the applicability of the Canadian model to Germany, both for historical and systemic 

reasons (Geißler 2003; Schultze 2010; Schultze and Gerstenkorn 2016). Kymlicka, 

indisputably one of the most adamant defenders of the Canadian model, is also 

sceptical of a replication of this model in other contexts, highlighting the uniqueness 

of the Canadian trajectory of immigration and its geopolitical position as the 

underlying factors contributing to the success of multiculturalism in Canada, 

something which European countries undeniably cannot emulate (Kymlicka 2004). 

However, in his final evaluation of Canadian and German multiculturalism 

trajectories, Triadafilopoulos points out that the main differences in the Canadian 

and German responses to their de-facto multicultural societies are not exclusively 

due to their differing histories and national identities, but also to differing 

immigration politics in general (Triadafilopoulos 2012, 160). It is this latter point, 

which opens the door to a possible emulation of Canadian MCPs in Germany, since 

politics, as opposed to history and geography, can in fact be changed.  
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While both of these counterarguments to applying the Canadian model of 

multiculturalism to Germany need to be explored in any further research on this 

area, they do not undermine my central argument of this paper, which is that 

Germany should consider adopting aspects of the Canadian multiculturalism 

framework. Rather, they illustrate the complexity of such an endeavour. 

 

4. Connecting the dots - the Applicability of Canadian Multiculturalism Policies in 

Germany 

 

The analysis of affirmation MCPs and affirmative action MCPs shows that 

there is ample ground for applying aspects of Canadian MCPs in Germany. 

Considering that Prime Minister P.E. Trudeau’s official confirmation of 

multiculturalism in 1971 set the stone rolling, affirmation MCPs, as I argued, could 

be seen as fundamental to any further endeavours of entrenching MCPs to fulfil the 

other policy areas proposed by the MPI. Additionally, official affirmation of 

multiculturalism and diversity in Germany could serve to trigger a discursive shift 

towards inclusivity. The analysis for affirmative action MCPs proved to be less 

straightforward. Affirmative action for employment, as well as anti-discrimination 

policy has long been implemented in Canada. Germany’s GETA, however, is a 

relatively new act and does not yet cover the same ground as the Canadian EEA or 

the Human Rights Act. However, one could argue that its implementation is a step in 

the right direction, since it allows for affirmative action programmes.  

 To conclude, there are numerous aspects of the Canadian model of 

multiculturalism out of the two analysed policy areas that Germany could consider 

adopting. The implementation of affirmation MCPs in particular could provide a 

much-needed normative incentive in pushing Germany to be a more inclusive society 

with regards to its immigrant minorities. Analysing the remaining six policy areas of 

Banting and Kymlicka’s MPI could also provide further stimulus for Germany’s policy 

framework. The analysis has shown, therefore, that using Canada as a best-practice 

“beacon of direction” (Geißler 2012, 9) would support Germany in initiating MCP 

policies.  

However, as I have also shown, any application of Canadian MCPs demands 

close examination and consideration of the specificities of the Canadian and German 

contexts. A critical evaluation of the outcomes of Canadian multiculturalism should 

be part of such an application as well. While the MPI provides a fruitful foundation 
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for policy analysis, it is not concerned with outcomes. 

As the title of this paper suggests and the analysis has shown, Germany is a 

reluctant multiculturalist, particularly in policy. This position is not unlike other 

continental European countries, which have been sceptical about state-

implemented multiculturalism (Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010). It is open to debate 

whether this hesitancy could be attributed rather to a conceptual un-ease with state-

implemented multiculturalism, than the effects that such policies could have. As the 

Canadian model shows, those effects could undoubtedly be positive. 
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Rearrangement through Labelling: The German Federal Republic’s 

Migration Policy in the 1970s – “Foreign Employees”, “Asylum Seekers” 

and “Refugees” 

 

Tim ZUMLOH 
 
 

Abstract. The 1970s in the German Federal Republic witnessed a rearrangement of migration 
conditions. The “guest work” era ceased. Policymakers intended to gain control over 
migration. A series of legislative measures hindered further migration. After the ban on 
recruitment, migration – except for family reunification – was only to be legalised through 
asylum law. As applicant’s numbers rose, accusations of an “abuse of the right to asylum” 
became influential. Further migration and the application for asylum were (rhetorically) 
criminalised. On the other hand, “foreign employees” wanting to stay were integrated into 
the welfare state’s net.  Policymakers announced their will to support society’s “weakest”. 
However, due to the Federal Republic’s reluctance to accept ongoing immigration and its 
character as immigration country, large scale naturalisations were not intended. The focus 
on charitable approaches underpinned humanitarian dynamics, which eventually paved the 
way towards an exclusively humanitarian understanding of a right to migrate for “refugees” 
only. How are these contradictory developments explainable? The Paper examines the 1970s 
migration policy following its construction of target groups and respective labelling 
mechanisms. While legalising one’s own (im-)migration belatedly by independently making a 
living was accepted and acknowledged during the recruitment era and its aftermath, at the 
end of the 1970s, such autonomous (im-)migration was not deemed legitimate anymore. 

 

Keywords: asylum seeker, guest work, humanitarianism, labelling, refugee 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

During post-war economic growth, the (im-)migration question widely 

remained absent in political debates (Green, 2004, 34-35). Liberalised labour 

migration conditions were regarded as essential for West Germany’s “economic 

miracle” (Schönwälder, 2001, 349, 543). Even the belated legalisation of residence – 

after unlawful entry and without having to submit an application for asylum – was 

possible and “quite usual” (Berlinghoff, 2013, 59; cf.: Bojadžijev, 2008, 96-118; 

Karakayali, 2008, 98-99; 110-119, 166-168). “Guest work” was considered as 

temporary, controllable and demand-oriented worker mobility. As a long term 
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consequence, only moderate political pressure was imposed upon the issue. In the 

early 1970s, “it was widely expected, that indeed labour migration would be 

restricted, but simultaneously for foreigners already living in the Federal Republic 

the path towards citizenship would be facilitated” (Schönwälder, 2001, 634). 

However, this given political room for manoeuvre right before the ban on 

recruitment and the economic crisis was, according to Schönwälder, not taken 

advantage of. Instead, the political hope was to substantially reduce the foreign 

population through a then formulated “consolidation policy”. “Foreign employees” 

and their families were to receive “integration” support as well as their assumed 

willingness to return was supposed to be preserved. These – albeit contradictory – 

migration policy goals were pursued as equivalent ones. Migration policy followed a 

“third path” (Schönwälder, 2001, 548): Neither was full immigration – leading to 

naturalisation – supported, nor were residence rights challenged. Framed by these 

contradictory goals, inside the (im-)migration debate never again a comparable, 

depoliticised consensus as seen during the times of recruitment was recovered. (Im-

)Migration became a political issue. 

Starting from this diagnosis of a politicisation, the paper examines following 

migration policy as a redefinition of migration-related categories (“labels”). Which 

expectations and assessments were maintained? Which were abandoned and then 

rejected? Which (to a certain degree still present) key notions and goals shaped a 

rearranged migration policy? 

After describing briefly theoretical and methodological basics, I further carve 

out the key contradictions of the “foreign employee” centred migration policy (4.). 

Its contradictions, it is argued here, led to the creation of new labels: the “asylum 

seeker” and the “refugee”. The elements of these new labels will be analysed in 

chapters 5. and 6. Having done that analysis, a rearranged migration policy becomes 

visible (7.).    

 

2. Labelling Migration – Theoretical Basics 

 

Without categorisations, policies are not feasible. Policy makers do not 

decide on individual cases, but construct scopes of expectation. These expectations 

underlie historical change and are influenced by a multitude of stakeholders. 

Integration and resettlement programmes as well as asylum-procedures are not 

decided on unbiasedly, but are subjected to power relations. An analytical 
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perspective unveils this power behind seemingly objective legal categories and 

administrative procedures. Such an analytical perspective focuses on who is able to 

introduce and establish “labels”.  

Labelling serves tagging “deviant” groups, such as delinquents, disabled 

persons or female victims of sexualised violence (Krause, 2016, 9-10). Precisely as 

the “norm”, however, these “deviations” display social constructions, are 

continuously (re-)formed and adjusted. Research therefore questions the labels’ 

abilities to simply describe characteristics of certain groups. Rather, labelling is 

examined on its power-related social governance effects.  

Establishing and particularly processing labels is dominated by political 

elites. These are – for example – able to variably pronounce and interpret specific 

attributes to identify “real refugees” and so-called “bogus asylum seekers” (ibidem, 

18). However, in spite of such elite domination, there is still political competition 

within the migration regime. It is precisely through this competition and the resulting 

public debate that labels are justified: “To anchor labels societally, certain trend 

setting rhetoric is needed by stakeholders and institutions, who decide on these very 

norms” (ibid., 10). Asylum debates were repeatedly criticised for deploying such 

harsh, “trend setting” rhetorical means. Especially the (attempted) introduction of 

new (sub-)labels provoke(-d) vehement elocutions (Bade, 2015). 

However, labelling’s main and long term effect is the veiling of power 

relations. Labels appear as established, proven and accepted legal and 

administrative categories (Zetter, 1991, 45). Regularly, labels are integrated into 

texts of law and administrative prescriptions, from where they (re-)enter political or 

academic debates (Müller, 2010, 38-49). They originate in (migration) debates and 

therefore structure policy measures – or the other way around: they come up in 

official’s communication and serve policy makers as consolidated categories, 

extracted from – seemingly unpolitical – administrative experience. As a 

consequence, it then seems neither possible to alter certain labels, nor appears their 

specific knowledge contestable. The everyday use of labels in administration, 

policymaking or public debates rather leads to an understanding of labels as 

unpolitical, neutral, and pre-discursive categories. Through the labelling-concept, 

researchers are able to identify discursive motives, ideas, legislation or 

administrative structures as wilfully created (re-)arrangements and as expressions of 

political power: “Labels reveal the political in the apolitical” (Zetter, 2007, 188). 
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3. Methodological Consequences 

 

Since labelling is predominantly an elite-dominated administrative-political 

process, this article focuses on parliamentary debates. 1970s’ Bundestag debates 

were examined qualitatively on (re-)definition processes of the migration policies’ 

target groups. 

To identify relevant contributions within the data, I firstly scanned every 

plenary protocol of the legislative periods seven, eight and nine (1972-1983, 

altogether 631 protocols) for migration related keywords (“Gastarbeit*”, 

“Ausländ*”, “Anwerbe*”, “Asyl*”, “Flücht*”). In altogether 121 protocols the 

migration issue was dealt with to an extent appropriate for dealing with the research 

question. Respective documents were reviewed in detail. 

I secondly determined – inductively from the data – the “foreign employee” 

(“ausländischer Arbeitnehmer”), the “asylum seeker” (“Asylbewerber”) and the 

“refugee” (“Flüchtling”) as central labels. Out of the 121 relevant protocols, extracts 

from 33 will be discussed in more detail in this paper. These most strikingly serve the 

here undertaken analysis of a rearrangement through labelling. 

While the “foreign employee”-label contained restrictive as well as 

charitable approaches, following labels served either a restrictive approach – the 

“asylum seeker” – or a charitable one – the “refugee”. Starting from pointing out the 

main – contradictory – characteristics of the “foreign employee”-category, the 

analysis retraces, what migration related knowledge was transferred from that initial 

label onto the new ones. Eventually, a rearranged migration policy becomes visible. 

 

4. Restrictive and Charitable Approaches: Contradictions of the “Foreign Employee”-

Label  

In June 1973, the Federal Government presented an “action programme” 

concerning its migration policy (Bundestag, 06.06.1973, 2 084-2 085). The SPD-FDP 

coalition aimed at a “consolidation” of the future employment of foreign workers. 

These considerations originated from what research later called the “discovery of 

immigration” (Berlinghoff, 2013, 18). Numbers of foreign workers and population 

had risen up to 2.4 and 3.5 million; (im-)migrants tended to extend their duration of 

stay and reunify their families. In this context, the government intended to gain 

control over migration and decrease the number of foreigners (Schönwälder, 2001, 

569). However, control possibilities reached boundaries (Oltmer, 2017, 192). 
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Between 1973 and 1979, numbers of employed foreign workers indeed decreased 

from 2.6 to 1.8 million, but the altogether number of aliens remained stable and 

even increased slightly from 1979 on (all figures within this paragraph taken from: 

Herbert, 2001, 232). 

The “consolidation” policy was based on three principles. Firstly, further 

migration was restricted.  Restrictive approaches were limited by charitable ones: 

The Federal Government recognised the “foreign employees’” intention to stay and 

declared its will “to be considerate of” family reunifications (Bundestag, 23.03.1973, 

1 177). Secondly, for those who wanted to stay, “integration” concepts were 

discussed. Thirdly, “voluntary” returns were encouraged (Yildiz, 2019). 

 
Restrictiveness 

The “action programme” was designed to address what was seen as social 

problems resulting from immigration: According to the programme’s diagnosis, 

“social infrastructure” in overcrowded areas  (“where almost every fourth worker is 

a foreigner”) such as schools and the housing market, was exhausted. In many areas, 

“socially unbearable conditions” occurred. To deal with such “overloaded areas of 

settlement”, parliamentary state secretary at the Ministry for Labour and Social 

Affairs Buschfort (SPD) announced, that a stop of further influx into metropolitan 

areas would be implemented (Bundestag, 25.04.1975, 11 780). Such intentions were 

limited by basic laws and immediate criticism by representatives of the economy, 

immigrants and supporters. After only two years, the government retreated from 

further restrictions of internal movement of former “guest workers” (Herbert & 

Hunn, 2008, 756-757). Even if they were discarded, these restrictions marked the 

ongoing presence of “foreigners” as a problem. Immigrants were – by political elites 

– made “scapegoats” (Özcan, 1992, 281). 

Besides, the Bundestag agreed on tightening laws on “irregular 

employment”. Additionally to augmented degrees of penalties for employers, 

immediate deportation of “illegal migrants” was decreed (Bundestag, 20.02.1975, 10 

383). After the halt of recruitment, such legislation displayed an important step 

concerning the illegalisation of migration. The importance of such legislation was, 

according to the government, obvious. In behalf of the SPD parliamentary group, 

deputy Lutz (SPD) complained, that “the dark figure of the illegally employed is [...] 

estimated [...] 200 000. These are the people, the new slave traders are making 

money with, not only through lower wages, but through disregarding our common 

social imperatives and achievements” (Bundestag, 25.04.1975, 11 777). Tightening 
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respective laws was, therefore, according to Buschfort “both in the interest of the 

German employee and the foreigners, who legally reside here. They can raise the 

claim, that the German labour market will not [...] be flooded from the outside” 

(ibid., 11 780). 

The “consolidation” policy was designed to implement restrictive measures 

not only in favour of German nationals, but – at least according to policymakers in 

charge – also to protect migrants already living in West Germany (Oltmer, 2017, 

193). In favour of these very immigrants, who were already integrated into the 

welfare state’s social net: the as “foreign employee” labelled. Migrants from the 

outside, however, who threatened to “flood” the prevailing system, were rejected – 

“in favour of a healthy social infrastructure” (deputy Hölscher, FDP, Bundestag, 

20.02.1975, 10 385). What was first and foremost a restrictive policy on further 

(labour) migration was communicated as a policy to actually “protect” Germans as 

well as (im-)migrants. However, such a differentiated policy turned out to be 

unfeasible. The (im-)migration discourse and resulting legislation as wholes were – 

intentionally or not – directly affected by such new restrictiveness. 

Family reunifications were hindered through the back door. Following the 

migration ban’s intention, job centres were advised to not issue any first time work 

permits for non-EG-nationals in West Germany (Bundestag, 28.11.1975, 14 188). For 

foreign youngsters and spouses, who moved to West Germany for family 

reunification, a closing date was set: Work permits were only issued for those who 

entered before 01.12.1974. This legislative instrument was originally aiming at 

(potential) newly arriving migrants. However, these youngsters and spouses moved 

to West Germany not as labour migrants, but as dependents of those “foreign 

employees”, who were addressed – as further explained below – by widespread 

appeals of “solidarity”. “I say it frankly”, labour secretary Arendt (SPD) nearly 

apologised in the Bundestag: “This rule may be hard for many a foreign employee, 

who brings in his family members. However, nobody will dispute that jobless German 

and jobless foreign employees as well [...] is to be conceded priority” (Bundestag, 

16.01.1975, 9 721). Since only spouses and minors were granted family reunification 

rights, such ruling led to the denial of labour market access primarily of children and 

women; a highly restrictive measure, strikingly exemplifying the inner contradictions 

of the “foreign employee”-label. Such policy was confronted with constant criticism. 

The following Cabinet was pressured to postpone the closing date in 1977 and finally 

replace it by a waiting period rule in 1979 (Bade & Bommes, 2000, 173). 



                   
 The German Federal Republic’s Migration Policy in the 1970s 

JIMS - Volume 14, number 1, 2020 

 

107 
  

Charitable Thinking 

 

Next to its restrictive intentions, the Federal Government’s “action 

programme” was meant “to provide well-directed help, where social and societal 

problems are particularly huge.” Two years later, SPD parliamentarian Urbaniak, 

member of the board for labour and social order, reiterated that his party “considers 

it always as its most noble job, to protect the weakest from exploitation” (Bundestag, 

20.02.1975, 10 384). The opposition’s leader Barzel confirmed CDU/CSU’s 

acceptance of an obligation towards society, “in particular towards senior citizen, 

disabled and war-disabled persons” as well as “guest workers”; “to find solutions [...] 

is not only a commandment of solidarity, on which we all depend; it is a 

commandment of partnership and, as we think, a Christian approach” (Bundestag, 

18.01.1973, 141). “We want to contribute to that society becomes more human. We 

shall therefore devote ourselves towards the disabled, the people affected by 

structural change and the foreign workers” (Arendt in: Bundestag, 25.01.1973, 283). 

However, actual integration policies remained reserved. Although already 

announced in the “action programme”, substantial legislative improvements 

concerning the right to reside were not created until 1978 (Bundestag, 14.06.1978, 

7 717). 

Naturalisation, albeit not included on a significant scale into integration 

concepts, was nonetheless an issue in Bundestag’s debates. Providing long-term, 

legally secure membership as pathway towards or goal of integration, however, was 

envisaged only for “individual and cases of hardship“, a “flexible practice” was 

supposed to be able to deal with (as stated by parliamentary state secretary in the 

Ministry of the Interior Baum, FDP, in: Bundestag, 27.09.1974, 8 064-8 065). Basic 

requirements included a minimum residence duration of ten years, not being 

accountable for any infringements of the law, and secured means of existence 

(Bundestag, 27.11.1975, 14 093). Furthermore, Baum added, “because of 

naturalisation being linked to extensive rights and legal positions, particularly 

because of the political participation rights, a stable relationship and tie as a citizen 

to the community (assimilation) is requested” (Bundestag, 27.01.1978, 5 567). 

Eventually, in autumn 1978, the Federal Government refused to modify citizenship 

law “to that effect, that inside the Federal Republic born children of foreign 

employees, [...] following an ius-soli approach, receive German citizenship by birth” 

(Parliamentary State Secretary von Schoeler, FDP, in: Bundestag, 10.11.1978, 9 022). 
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The Federal Republic’s reluctance to accept the proceeding immigration and its 

character as immigration country persisted. Throughout the 1970s a “paternalistic 

understanding of care” maintained: What “foreign employees” needed was, as 

commonly considered, not a perspective on political membership, but general help 

and support (Schönwälder, 2001, 508-509). Conditions for naturalisation remained 

poor (Green, 2004, 40-41). “Foreign employees’” naturalisation rate was insignificant 

(Alexopoulou, 2016, 469). 

 

5. “Abuse of the Right to Asylum”? The “Asylum Seeker”-Label 

 

Already in September 1973, CSU parliamentarian Riedl posed the question 

towards Secretary of the Interior Genscher (FDP), if it was correct, that poor 

conditions in the Federal Republic’s so far only first reception “foreigner camp” in 

Zirndorf were due to a majority of “Arabs”. Was it true, that these “Arabs” were 

“recruited” in Arabic states, then brought by aeroplane to the GDR, from where they 

were smuggled towards the west? “What does the Federal Government plan to do 

against these practices?” (Bundestag, 19.09.1973, 2 846). Genscher confirmed, that 

currently significant numbers of “asylum seekers of Arabic nationality” arrived the 

Federal Republic via East Berlin. These migrants were, according to Genscher, 

exploiting on allied legislation based freedom of movement within Berlin. Decreeing 

further border control measures, therefore, was difficult. Genscher further 

explained, that he “completely” agreed concerning the opposition’s problem 

diagnosis: The “problem is [...], that it is [...] very difficult in this context, to avoid an 

abuse of the right to asylum.” He identified a “problem disturbing all of us”, and 

appealed to a “common responsibility”. “Abuse of the right to asylum” was, 

according to Genscher, to be fought together. After all, this “abuse” affected 

common concerns such as the maintenance of “freedom of movement” within 

Berlin, the high significance of the right to asylum as obligation of the basic law and 

the “consolidation” of migration policy (ibid., 2 847). Genscher gave an 

interpretation viewing the “abuse” as administrative category exceeding party 

political approaches – not as the “denunciatory tendentious term” research later 

criticised it (Bade, 2015, 3). That was the way, the “abuse” topos was integrated as 

vital part into the “asylum seeker”-label (Wengeler, 2012, 313-314). Its knowledge 

was gathered through the seemingly unpolitical observation of administrative 

experience: smuggling, exploitation of loopholes, straining social infrastructure. In 
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future, the “asylum abuse” topos was deployed when dealing with “asylum seekers” 

in general – regardless of their individual claim to asylum. Far from being a de-

politicised category, though, the accusation of the “abuse of the right to asylum” 

became central within anti-migrant politicisation (Bröker & Rautenberg, 1986; 

Wolken, 1988, 127-204). It led to a rhetorical criminalisation of asylum applications. 

Asylum law required the categorisation of migrations. Therefore, individual 

hearings and respective assessments need(-ed) to be carried out. This requirement 

displays the reason for the extent of the legal recourse. Further, according to the 

basic law, residence must be guaranteed to “asylum seekers” for the duration of the 

asylum procedure (Münch, 1992, 40). Entry to west German territory and the long 

duration of the procedures, therefore, were regarded as key problems and central 

part of the Federal Republic’s too high attractiveness for “asylum seekers” (Poutrus, 

2019, 76). In March 1977, foreigner and border authorities were legally enabled to 

exercise in advance examinations on whether asylum applications were improper. 

Applications of “bogus asylum seekers“ were not to be forwarded to the “Federal 

Office for the Recognition of Foreign Refugees” (the predecessor of today’s 

“Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge”) (Münch, 1992, 69-70). This practice did 

not meet prevailing foreigner law. Authorities in question were not qualified to 

assess asylum applications. In 1981, the Federal Constitutional Court deemed this 

course of action unconstitutional (Poutrus, 2019, 77). 

From 1973 on, the number of asylum applications rose constantly. From 5 

500 in 1973 to more than 9 500 two years later. From 1977 to 1978 numbers doubled 

again from 16 000 to 33 000. Another doubling was measured between the years 

1979 and 1980. In 1980, for the first time more than 100 000 asylum applications 

reached the authorities. At the same time, the composition of the asylum applicant’s 

countries of origin changed. While in 1969 altogether 92% arrived West Germany 

from “communist” east European states, this percentage constantly decreased. In 

the course of the 1970s, Eastern Europeans never again represented more than half 

of the applicants. Instead, “asylum seekers” from Jordan, Lebanon, African states, 

Pakistan, India and eventually Turkey arrived. Parallel, recognition rates lowered to 

less than 20% in 1977, 16% in 1979, 13% in 1980. In 1978, 7 500 asylum applications 

were submitted by Turkish nationals. This number more than doubled by 1979 and 

increased to 58 000 only one year later. Not taking into account Vietnamese “boat 

people” (recognition rate almost 100%) and Eastern bloc “refugees” (recognition 

rate higher than 50%), altogether recognition rate was below 5% (Bröker & 
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Rautenberg, 1986, 144-147). By 1980, an asylum procedure took, by making use of 

the whole legal recourse, up to eight years (Münch, 1992, 82).  

By the 1970s, the Federal Republic regarded itself as stable member of the 

western alliance. Demonstrating through a particularly liberal asylum law its 

democratisation and distance from its dictatorial past was not regarding that 

important anymore. Now, the basic law anchored asylum article rather appeared to 

be hindering the Federal Republic’s control of entry. Within this context, 

policymakers and even court decisions followed an understanding, which required 

objective politically oppressive persecution. A notion was favoured considering first 

and foremost “refugees” from eastern European “communist” states as in need of 

protection. In contrast, asylum applications of migrants from NATO member state 

(and military dictatorship) Turkey were not deemed worthy of right to asylum. 

Subjective fear of persecution, as considered explicitly in the Geneva Convention, 

was, to a certain degree, ruled out (Poutrus, 2019, 80). For non-“communist” states, 

political persecution for objective reasons was not assumed. Rather, Turks and 

applicants from other near Asian or African states were suspected to just “avoid the 

ban on recruitment” (Bundestag, 15.09.1977, 3 249; 21.03.1979, p. 16 723; 

02.07.1980, 18 533-18 534), and “flood” the Federal Republic (Bundestag, 

21.03.1979, 16 723; 09.11.1979, 14 543; 21.03.1980, 16 723). 

In 1978, the Bundestag decreed unanimously the “Act to Accelerate the 

Asylum Procedures”. Its main effect was a restriction of the legal recourse (Poutrus, 

2019, 77). Two years later followed an “Administrative Crash Programme”, ordering 

“asylum seekers” to be gathered in camp accommodations and recommended the 

issuance of social benefits in the form of allowances in kind. Besides, a one year (later 

two years) lasting prohibition to work was decreed (Höfling-Semnar, 1995, 120-121). 

In August 1980 the “Second Act to Accelerate Asylum Procedures” passed the 

Bundestag. Another attempt to restrict the duration of residence of “asylum 

seekers” was undertaken with the “Asylum Procedures Law” in 1982 (Münch, 1992, 

92-100).  

From a legal perspective – to such an extent as seen in the Bundestag – 

(Bundestag, 15.09.1977, 3 249; 07.03.1979, 11 108; 06.03.1980,  16 475), the 

“asylum abuse”-topos was unsustainable (Münch, 1992, 180-181; Wolken, 1988, 

137-141). However, it made a huge impact, became a central “legitimation strategy” 

in favour of restrictive approaches (ibid., 148).  
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6. “Humanitarian Help” – The “Refugee”-Label 

 

For a long time, the Federal Republic’s asylum policy was primarily an anti-

“communist” one. Within an era understood as “Cold War”, admission of – relatively 

low numbers – of “refugees” from Eastern Bloc countries was uncontroversial 

(Müller, 2010, 155). Appeals for admission for/of people from Arabic and Asian 

states and the establishment of right-wing military dictatorships in Greece (1967), 

Chile (1973) and Argentina (1976) challenged such ideas of granting asylum for 

“communism” escaping refugees in the “free world”. As a result, on the one hand, 

the above described restrictive approach gained strength. On the other hand, for 

admission that was regarded as necessary and welcome for external (Suhrke, 1998, 

405-412) or humanitarian reasons, a charitable and humanitarian notion was 

favoured.  

The 1970s witnessed a strengthening of (global) charitable and humanitarian 

approaches (Bösch, 2019, 12-13). The admission of so-called “boat people” linked 

characteristics of both an anti-“communist” and a humanitarian notion. 

Predominant, however, was a de-politicised humanitarian interpretation. The 

influence of “ideological solidarity” was weakened, instead, a “unpolitical relief 

operation with broad public support” was carried out (ibid., 210). While in the 

context of the “asylum” debate the opposition advanced a particularly harsh view on 

migration, in regard of the Vietnamese “tragedy” (Bundestag, 26.01.1979, 10 565, 

10 568; cf. different enquiries in: Bundestag, 21.06.1979), it demanded the faster 

provision of more resettlement capacities: “Citizens of our country [...] are full of 

helpfulness. But when they see, that authorities are not even able to bring in the 

refugees, then, it is to fear, this helpfulness will be reverted to passivity and 

resignation” (deputy Werner, CDU, in: Bundestag, 21.09.1979, 13 737). The coalition 

did not hesitate to recognise such helpfulness. Minister of state Hildegard Hamm-

Brücher (FDP) expressed her thanks to “the citizen of our country”, who “do not tire 

of following any aid appeal and make financial sacrifices Bundestag, 02.07.1980, 18 

563). “In the name of the SPD parliamentary group,” deputy Oostergetelo stated, “I 

may [...] cordially thank all those [...], who declared their readiness to help to cope 

with the refugee problem. My thanks go to single citizens and private associations, 

charitable associations [...], municipalities, the federal states and the Federal 

Government” (Bundestag, 21.09.1979, 13 740).  

In the course of the year 1979, the issue received a “wave of support never 
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seen before in favour of non-European refugees” (Bösch, 2019, 188). Reception 

quotas were increased on a monthly basis. Eventually, 45 000 “boat people” reached 

the Federal Republic (ibid.). Even a civil society’s organisation rescue vessel, the “Cap 

Anamur”, was sent to the South China Sea. To deal with such dynamics of empathy, 

the Federal Republic in 1980 designed an “Act on Measures for in the Context of 

Humanitarian Relief Programmes Admitted Refugees” (Bundestag, 14.05.1980, 17 

473). These “refugees” were not supposed to go through an asylum procedure. 

Rather, immediate support for integration was provided. Such legislation became 

necessary since “refugees” were not able to fulfil asylum procedure’s central 

requirements: To submit an application within German jurisdiction and to establish 

proof of individual political persecution.  

 

7. A Rearranged Migration Policy 

Restrictions 

 

Political elites intended to historicise liberalised migration conditions of the 

“guest work” era. Present immigrants were supposed to receive limited – their 

willingness to return was not to be unduly harmed – “integration” support. Further 

migration was rejected. As migration “autonomously” (Karakayali, 2008, 154) 

continued, a new label was constructed. A multitude of ad hoc measures against 

“asylum seekers” was designed to end for decades persisting migration continuities. 

However, rearranged were eventually not migration routes, but migration labels.  

Until 1980, “asylum seekers” were allowed to work. Their employment, 

according to the government, “obviously” demonstrated an “admission capacity” of 

the labour market (Bundestag, 19.03.1980, 16 584). Though, it was a political 

problem: Opposition criticised an “abuse” of the asylum system (ibid., 16 585). 

Against this accusation, the coalition was unable to properly defend itself: “You are 

always talking only of the ones who sit there and need to be taken care of”, the 

Secretary of the Interior Baum (FDP) complained:  

The majority [...] looks for a job and finds one. Here something takes place in the 

labour market, I do not want to be carried out in asylum law. This is about a burden 

basic law burdens upon us [...], (interjection by deputy Spranger [CDU/CSU]: This is 

to say the claim, that through asylum law eventually in a court procedure it has to 
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be decided [...]. (Spranger [...]: You do support the abuse!) (Bundestag, 06.03.1980, 

16 479).   

“Asylum seekers” arrive, Baum went on, “because in their country of origin 

they do not find a livelihood and [...] are looking for work, and indeed they are 

working. Did you realise, that the majority is integrated into our economic system 

[...]? (Spranger [...]: Completely missing the point!)” (ibid.). 

The Asylum debate did not entirely lack the constructions of sympathy 

designed for the “foreign employees”. The above-shown interjections (“completely 

missing the point!”), however, do not appear unsubstantiated in the light of the ban 

on recruitment. After being displaced towards the “asylum seeker” label, migrants 

were obliged to establish proof of individual persecution to receive a secured 

residence right. Legalising (im-)migration belatedly through making a living 

independently was not deemed legitimate anymore. The asylum debate, therefore, 

illustrates the persisting intention to end liberal migration conditions. When asylum 

applications for the first time in the Federal Republic’s history rose to a significant 

level, predominantly restrictions were debated. Since such restrictions focused on 

the legal recourse, they suggest that not a (re-)definition of the right to asylum was 

sought. Rather, such policies become understandable in the context of a 

rearrangement of migration conditions as wholes. It was only the ban on (labour) 

migration, therefore, that led to the emergence of the “asylum seeker” label. 

Following that restrictive approach, these “asylum seekers” were rhetorically 

criminalised. Migration after its ban was regarded as a fraud attempt:  

What concrete actions were taken by the Federal Government [...] against 

‘smugglers’ [...] and how does it want to prevent future abuse [...] of the right to 

asylum through foreigners, who enter the Federal Republic [...] for economic 

reasons only, but plead political persecution? (Bundestag interpellation by deputy 

Würtz, SPD, 09.02.1979, 10 822). 

 

The Breakthrough of Charitable and Humanitarian Thinking  
 

Policymakers deduced another major conclusion from the “guest work” era and 

its aftermath: Charitable and humanitarian principles had to be partly adhered to. These 

were strengthened within the “foreign employees” label. The ambition to provide help 

for this group was widely spread across Bundestag’s parties. Making “Refugees” their 

business – as opposed to (“bogus) “asylum seekers” –, respective perspectives remained 
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acceptable for political elites. Not least were these very elites for external reasons in 

demand to provide adequate solutions to humanitarian crises. 

It is worth noting, that, technically, the “refugees’” legal claim to asylum was not 

assessed different than the one “asylum seekers” raised. The contemporary favoured, 

particularly strict understanding of the right to asylum, however, was not supposed to 

restrict the Federal Republic’s room for manoeuvre. Rather, “refugees from civil war and 

other areas of conflict, who do not meet the requirement of individual persecution”, 

“were to be granted temporary help [...], without pushing them towards the path of 

unjustified asylum applications” (Bundestag, 19.04.1978, 2).  

The answer to this dilemma of a restrictive asylum law on the one hand and the 

political will to admit “boat people” on the other was a humanitarian one. Policymakers 

did not even claim, that these “refugees” differed, in a legal sense, substantially from 

“asylum seekers”. The label differentiation was applied in advance. It was not made 

dependent to an “asylum procedure”, but to discursive and practical “dynamics [...] of 

empathy and humanitarian helpfulness” (Poutrus, 2019, p. 84): “From an asylum 

decision, the question of admission of persons on a humanitarian base is to be 

differentiated” (Bundestag, 22.02.1978, p. 5 887; 28.09.1978, 3 280). Immediately after 

arrival, these refugees received a status equated with accepted “asylum seekers” 

(Bundestag, 12.10.1979, 14 065). At the end of the here analysed period, from a 

common contemporary point of view, “asylum” and “humanitarian” help for refugees 

were entirely different issues.  

“Chancellor,” polemicised the Bavarian prime minister Strauß (CSU) in the 

Bundestag,  

we gladly [...] admit Refugees from Vietnam. But this only is possible when a majority 

here in this house [...] starts to restrict the asylum concern, or the asylum nuisance, to 

what the fathers of our basic law understood as political asylum law (Bundestag, 

04.07.1979, 13 337). 

 

8. Conclusion 

 

Labelling is a process of stereotyping. It marks and separates migration policies’ 

target groups. In doing so, labelling is decisively determining the migration regime. 

Through analysing predominant labels, migration policies’ motives and rearrangements 

become visible and understandable. 

On the basis of the labelling concept, the paper followed two major migration 
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policy developments. Both originated in the “guest work”-era and its aftermath. A 

restrictive approach aimed at the enforcement of ending this era’s liberal migration 

conditions. Continued migration was rejected. Key element of a now dominating 

“asylum seeker”-label was a (rhetoric) criminalisation of migration by means of the 

general accusation of an “abuse” of the asylum system. 

Besides, charitable and humanitarian approaches gained strength, demanding 

help measures for “foreign employees” and eventually the admission of “real refugees”. 

Due to the different labels, both approaches did not rival. Instead, policymakers 

stuck to the labels and their respective target groups. The restrictive approach focused 

on “asylum seekers”, the charitable-humanitarian one on “refugees”. “Asylum” and 

“humanitarian help” for “refugees” were considered as different issues. 

Both approaches simultaneously were supported by vast majorities within the 

Bundestag. The Federal Republic’s migration policy eventually was rearranged around 

the new categories. With long-term consequences, migration from now on was only 

considered legitimate for humanitarian reasons. The labels themselves were not 

challenged. 
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Theorizing Development Challenges in the Syrian Refugee Response in 

Jordan: Interests, Management, and Accountability 
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Abstract. This article examines structural challenges to the implementation of development 
policy and programming in the Syrian refugee response in Jordan. Although international and 
local stakeholders have increasingly sought to turn the “refugee crisis” in Jordan into a 
“development opportunity,” development interventions have often failed to empower 
beneficiaries in general and Syrian refugees in particular. Drawing on fieldwork conducted in 
Jordan over a total of five months between 2017-2020, this article identifies three dynamics 
of the international response that have limited the impact of development programs: the 
diversity of actors and interests, a lack of local management, and “upward” accountability to 
donors. 
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Over the past decade, the entanglement of development practices and 

displacement management has been reaffirmed in a series of multilateral initiatives, 

including the World Humanitarian Summit in 2015, the New York Declaration for 

Refugees and Migrants in 2016, and the Global Compact on Refugees in 2018 

(Gabiam 2016). While development has introduced new ways of channeling aid and 

working towards refugee and host community resilience, it has also brought a new 

set of challenges that risk compromising refugee responses in general and refugee 

protection in particular (Zetter 2019). In this context, this article looks to the Syrian 

refugee response in Jordan to examine how development-based refugee policy has 

affected refugee and host community beneficiaries. Accounting for more than 6.7 

million internally displaced persons and 5.6 million refugees worldwide (UNHCR 

2020), the Syrian refugee crisis has played a decisive role in placing development on 

the top of the global refugee agenda from 2011 onwards. Although international and 

local stakeholders have increasingly sought to turn the “refugee crisis” in Jordan into 

a “development opportunity,” refugee and host community empowerment has been 

restricted by a series of structural challenges within the refugee regime. In particular, 

this article identifies three dynamics of the international response that have limited 

the impact of development programs: the diversity of actors and interests, a lack of 

local management, and “upward” accountability to donors. 
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  This article draws on fieldwork conducted in Jordan over a total of five 

months between 2017-2020. The data primarily consists of approximately twenty-

five semi-structured interviews in English with NGO workers and donor and 

government representatives, as well as thirty-five interviews in Arabic with Syrian 

refugees. A majority interviewees were identified using a snowball technique, 

although some donors and NGO workers were specifically contacted based on their 

knowledge of certain policy areas. Most meetings took place in Amman and Irbid, 

but approximately ten interviews were conducted over Skype. Interviews were 

either recorded—when appropriate—or posteriorly transcribed from memory and 

stored on a password protected device. The data was then analyzed using theoretical 

sampling. In general, identifying information has been kept to a minimum to protect 

interlocutors. In addition to ethnographic data, this article also relies on close 

readings of NGO reports and donor and government statements, as well as 

secondary and grey literature on refugee policy in Jordan. 

 

1. The Syrian Refugee Response in Jordan 

 

With the second-highest number of Syrians per capita, Jordan today hosts 

more than 650,000 Syrians (ibid) and has served as a key site for experimenting with 

a humanitarian-development nexus approach to displacement management. Since 

the beginning of the Syrian refugee crisis in 2011, the refugee response in Jordan has 

undergone a dramatic shift, transforming from a short-term humanitarian mission 

into a long-term, multifaceted development enterprise. During the first years of the 

refugee crisis, the international response was led by UNHCR and a limited number of 

international organizations. As a reaction to the acute needs of Syrian refugees, 

these actors emphasized the need for emergency relief and protection, including 

“the registration and documentation of new arrivals, basic protection, and life-saving 

activities” (UN 2013, 138).  By 2014, however, the Government of Jordan (GoJ) was 

becoming increasingly anxious about what a prolonged refugee crisis would mean 

for the Jordanian host community and began to assert more influence over the 

international response. In local media and public discourse, the Syrian crisis was 

construed as a “burden” on the Jordanian people, both in terms of economic stability 

and political security. To better manage this refugee “burden,” Jordan launched the 

2015 Jordan Response Plan (JRP) for the Syria crisis. The plan highlighted that the 

Syria crisis “cannot be mitigated through the [humanitarian] sector interventions,” 
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and pushed for a long-term development approach that would “embed the refugee 

response into national development plans” (GoJ 2014, 6-8). 

The GoJ was not the only actor advocating for a development-based refugee 

response at the time. As more and more Syrians were crossing the Mediterranean in 

the spring of 2015, European states were becoming increasingly anxious over the 

alarming numbers of “migrants.” To ensure the containment of Syrians in their 

region of origin soon, EU policy makers turned to the idea of development and 

resilience-strengthening (Anholt and Sinatti 2019). Here, the argument was that 

Syrians could be incentivized to remain in Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon if the EU 

could help improve their economic situation in the host country. Similarly, 

international NGOs and refugee scholars were pointing out the need for more long-

term planning as the Syria crisis was becoming increasingly protracted. In an article 

published in Foreign Affairs in October 2015, development economists Paul Collier 

and Alexander Betts argued for the need to transition into a development-based 

response that would “improve the lives of the refugees in the short term and the 

prospects of the region in the long term” (2015, n.p.) 

In early 2016, the intersecting interests of the GoJ, the EU, and the 

humanitarian-development community led to the drafting of the “Jordan Compact,” 

a multilateral policy agreement that promised to “[turn] the Syrian refugee crisis into 

a development opportunity” (GoJ 2016b, n.p.). The Compact introduced new forms 

of thinking, financing, and programming the Syrian refugee response in Jordan, with 

development as the central priority. In addition to a 1.7 billion aid package—the 

majority of which was to directly support the GoJ budget and host community 

“resilience”—it specified a series of initiatives to be implemented in the upcoming 

years (ibid). To stimulate economic growth and create new jobs, the EU acceded to 

simplify its Rules of Origin (RoO) in the hope that this would enable a larger number 

of Jordanian factories to benefit from duty-free export to European markets 

(European Council 2016, 10). The revised EU-Jordan trade agreement was to be 

implemented in 18 designated special economic zones (SEZs) and industrial areas in 

Jordan and promised to increase exports and create thousands of new jobs. To 

ensure that Syrians would receive its fair share of these economic opportunities, 

factories in the SEZs had to hire a 15% quota of Syrian workers to enjoy the 

preferential benefits of the new trade agreements (ibid). 

As part of the Jordan Compact, stakeholders also agreed to launch a new 

initiative to increase refugee access to education and employment. Under the  
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“Accelerating Access to Quality Formal Education” plan, $181,196,240 was allocated 

to “formal education for refugees in both camps and host communities” and 

$52,273,000 to “provide vulnerable youth with access to tertiary/higher education 

opportunities” (GoJ 2016a, 20; 25). The hope was that 272,800 Syrian youth and 

children would be enrolled in some form of education by 2018. In terms of 

employment, the GoJ agreed to create 200,000 formal work opportunities for Syrian 

refugees and provide them with legal work permits (GoJ 2016b, n.p.). Moreover, 

millions of dollars were allocated to livelihood development programming, including 

$46,182,117 to “demand-based vocational training, job-matching, and 

apprenticeship” and $28,902,027 to “start-up support [such as] entrepreneurship 

development promoting innovative ideas” (GoJ 2016a, 101-102; 106). These 

programs were meant to lead to “permanent employment creation,” either by 

connecting beneficiaries to existing jobs or by providing the skills to start their own 

business. 

 

2. A Lack of Development Impact  

 

Since the Jordan Compact was first issued four years ago, it has been 

expanded and reaffirmed in a series of conferences held in Brussels and hosted by 

the EU, first in April 2017 and later in April 2018 and March 2019. Nevertheless, 

despite the support and funding available for development programs in the Syrian 

refugee response, the impact of these initiatives has been limited, not just for 

refugee beneficiaries but also the host community and the Jordanian economy. 

According to the official monitoring and assessment framework developed by UK-

based consultancy firm Agulhas, the outcomes of the Jordan Compact have been 

“mixed,” with stagnant economic growth, high unemployment, and low levels of 

additional exports and jobs created (Agulhas 2019, 10). In a 2019 report, Agulhas 

noted that the Jordanian labor market is characterized by “high levels of informality 

and declining working conditions in some sectors for both Syrians and Jordanians” 

and that “educational outcomes remain low by international standards” (ibid). As for 

the new EU-Jordan trade agreement, this has only led to increased exports by €19.2 

million and the creation of a maximum of thousand jobs (Ibid, 15). Similarly, UNHCR 

data indicates that the turn to a development-oriented response has not led to socio-

economic empowerment for Syrian refugees. Between 2016 and 2019, the 

percentage of Syrians refugees in Jordan living below the poverty threshold 
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(approximately $3 per day) remained stagnant around 80-85%.1 In fact, some reports 

suggest that a development-based approach has negatively affected refugee 

welfare. According to a study published in December 2018, household income has 

decreased for almost half of all Syrians since 2016 (Tiltnes et al. 2019, 4). 

In many ways, the limited impact of development can be attributed to a lack 

of contextualized policy and programs. Scholars of development have long 

emphasized the inability of technocratic development interventions to address the 

complex challenges posed by local environments (E.g. Mosse 2004; Brohman 1996). 

As policy makers and program managers often rely on normative and/or ideal 

models for economic interventions, they risk falling into what Lavagnon Ika (2012) 

has called a “one-size-fits-all trap.” In the context of the Syrian refugee response in 

Jordan, Katharina Lenner and Lewis Turner have argued policy makers have 

“neglected core features of Jordan’s political economy and labor market” (2018, 65). 

With regard to the new EU-Jordan trade agreement, for example, the failure to 

increase exports was largely a result of policy makers’ lack of understanding of 

stakeholder interest and capacities. Jordanian exporters found it challenging from 

primarily Arab to EU market and were unable to substitute South Asian and Egyptian 

migrant labor and fill the quota for Syrian employment (Agulhas 2019; JCI 

Researcher, Interview, 2018). As for EU importers, most were unwilling to accept the 

quality of Jordanian products produced in the SEZs (Senior Technician 1, Interview, 

2020).  

Similar issues have appeared in access-oriented employment and education 

initiatives. Despite efforts to facilitate Syrian formal work since 2016 onwards, over 

two-thirds of all Syrian workers lacked a work permit by the beginning of 2019 

(Tiltnes et al. 2019, 114). The high percentage of informal labor can be explained by 

the fact that work formalization programs have not adequately catered to the needs 

of Syrian workers. While many Syrians are working informally or looking for 

employment in semi-skilled or high-skilled sectors, work permits have only been 

made available for low-skilled professions (See Lenner and Turner 2018, 66; and 

Razzaz 2017). As for access to education, development initiatives have had a limited 

impact on Syrian children largely because of the failure to tackle the root causes for 

missed schooling, including financial precarity and child labor (Carlier 2018, 13; HRW 

 
1 C.f. UNHCR 2019a, 10; and GoJ 2016a, 14. A review of UNHCR data shows that this 

number has largely remained between 80-85% over time, with some fluctuations. 
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2018; Syrian Refugee 3, Interview, 2018).  This is particularly true for older children, 

who are often forced to drop out of school to support their family financially; today 

only 48% of Syrian 15-year-olds and 15% of 16-year-olds are enrolled in formal 

education (Agulhas 2019, 19). In this context, Cindy Huang and Kate Gough have 

pointed out that development policy makers have “failed to prioritize policies and 

programs that fit the local context and met the needs of refugee and host 

populations” (2019, n.p). 

 

3. Structural Challenges in the Refugee Response 

 

The failure of development policy and programs to address beneficiary 

needs is largely a result of structural challenges in the Syrian refugee response in 

Jordan. As the refugee response has become increasingly development-oriented, it 

has witnessed a growing number of set, implementing partners, and financing 

instruments. These trends have contributed to a set of dynamics that have negatively 

affected the impact of development, particularly with regard to Syrian refugees.  

 
Diversity of actors and interests 
 

As the number of actors involved in the Syrian refugee response in Jordan 

has grown rapidly over the past nine years, policy and programs have increasingly 

detached from the needs of Syrian refugees due to a geopoliticization of 

humanitarian and development agendas. In particular, the growing influence of the 

GoJ and the EU has pushed refugee rights and protection to the margin in favor of a 

refugee response that caters to the geopolitical interests of EU Member States and 

the Jordanian host community. On a policy level, this is evident in the limited refugee 

provisions of the Jordan Compact. Although the Compact theoretically promised “a 

new paradigm” for refugee empowerment, refugee interests were far from central 

to stakeholders during drafting and negotiations (Anholt and Sinatti 2019). This is 

perhaps most clear in the way in which the EU and the GoJ circumvented the 

question of refugee rights and a “durable solution” in the form of resettlement or 

permanent integration (Burlin 2019). While a durable solution is paramount to long-

term refugee empowerment, it was discarded on a basis of political cost (ibid). In this 

context, Rawan Arar (2017) has argued that the Jordan Compact should first and 

foremost be it seen as a geopolitical “compromise” that structures the burden-

sharing between Western/European donors and the GoJ. 
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When development has been invoked as a tool to temporarily increase the 

“resilience” of Syrians, this approach has been implemented in such a way as to not 

compromise the interests of political stakeholders. In the case of Syrian economic 

empowerment, for instance, the Jordan Compact limited development interventions 

through several caveats, including a requirement to consider “prevailing laws and 

regulations” and “the level of international support” (GoJ 2016b, n.p.). On a 

programmatic level, the GoJ has for instance restricted Syrian formal employment to 

certain low-skilled sectors—primarily agriculture, construction, manufacturing, and 

food services (ILO 2017). These restrictions have been put in place by the 

government in an attempt to avoid competition for high-skilled jobs between Syrians 

and Jordanians, thus protecting the interest of the domestic workforce and avoiding 

the potential political backlash from giving Syrian the (full) right to work (Buffoni, 

Interview, 2018). Similarly, geopolitical interests have impacted development 

programming in Jordanian refugee camps. In her study of Za’atari camp, Suraina 

Pasha has noted that the discourse of refugee resilience and empowerment has first 

and foremost been engaged to reflect “the economic and political priorities of the 

GoJ” (2020, 256). In response to domestic interest, the GoJ has limited economic 

development opportunities in the camp by, inter alia, reducing electricity supplies, 

cutting off access to raw supplies outside camp, and implementing a “quasi-carceral” 

governance structure. In this way, the geopoliticization of the refugee response has 

sometimes shaped development policy and programming to the detriment of  

refugee protection. 

Moreover, the diversity of actors and interests in the refugee response has 

resulted in the prioritization of congenial, “quick-fix” solutions that harmonize 

conflicting policy objectives, even when these have been shown to lack feasibility 

(Lenner and Turner 2018). For instance, according to several senior technicians 

involved in the design of the Jordan Compact, concerns were raised early on 

regarding the feasibility of the new EU-Jordan trade agreement and its 

implementation in the SEZs. One of them recalled how preliminary assessments 

showed that the SEZ initiative was “unfeasible” both because of a lack of export 

capacity amongst Jordanian factories and because the difficult working conditions in 

the SEZs would not attract Syrian and Jordanian workers (Senior Technician 2, 

Interview, 2020). Although theses problem were brought up by technicians “again 

and again,” high-level policy makers insisted on going through with the program 

because it “fitted the purpose” of reaching a policy compromise (ibid). This account 
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was corroborated by another technician, who recalled (Senior Technician 1, 

Interview, 2020): 

“When we began developing the Compact, this was after [Alan Kurdie] was found 

on the shore of the Turkish beach. This event created a lot of pressure on the EU to 

keep Syrian refugees in the region. So we [technicians] were put under a lot of 

pressure to find solutions. We started developing the SEZ concept with a lot of 

difficulty. The GoJ wanted the RoO relaxation, so the EU said, we will give this to you 

if you allow Syrian refugees to work in the SEZ... But from an economic point of view, 

everyone who looked at the proposal came to the conclusion that it did not make 

sense. When we raised this to the political people, we were smashed… For them, 

politically it was very important that it happened. The EU needed to prove that they 

were doing something for Syrians and something for Jordanians to keep the Syrians 

in the country, and the GoJ wanted the new RoO.” 

During the negotiations of the SEZ initiative, the need to quickly agree upon 

a shared policy framework meant that preliminary critiques and red flags were 

silenced. In this way, geopolitical interests have also prevented the finetuning of 

development policy and programming.   

 
Foreign management 

 

As the number of actors involved in the Syrian refugee response has 

increased over time, donors and NGOs have consistently favored foreign 

management of non-governmental development programs. The dominance of 

international staff and managers has sometimes resulted in a lack of project 

contextualization and limited the impact of programs for Syrian and Jordanian 

beneficiaries. Although many international NGOs have operated in Jordan since the 

early 2000s, the quick turn-over of staff—especially on a managerial level—has 

meant that most management positions are today held by humanitarian and 

development workers without previous experience working in the region. Moreover, 

many organizations involved in the Syrian refugee response have only arrived in 

Jordan recently, including NRC (est. 2012), Acted (es.t 2012), Medair (est. 2012), and 

Plan International (est. 2015). The growing scale of the Syria operation has also 

meant that most international NGOs have significantly expanded their operations 

and hired new staff for positions related to the design, implementation, and 

evaluation of humanitarian and development programs. For instance, between 2012 
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and 2019, the number of international and national staff employed by  UNHCR 

increased from 100 to 557 (c.f. UNHCR 2019b; and UNHCR 2012). During the same 

period, NRC created over 580 new positions in Jordan (NRC 2019). While many new 

positions have been allocated to national staff, managerial positions have mostly 

been assigned to foreigners whereas Jordanians (and Syrians) have typically been 

hired for “low-level” officer positions where they have limited influence on decision-

making (Farah 2019, 28).  

 A lack of management localization is also apparent in the contracting 

of local organizations. Although local partnerships and participatory decision-making 

have been emphasized  in a range of multilateral commitments and regional and 

local policy frameworks over the past decade (including the 2016 WHS and the UN 

Regional Refugee & Resilience Plans for the Syria Crisis), donors and international 

NGOs involved in the Syrian refugee response have often been reluctant to enter 

into contracts with local NGOs and community-based organizations (CBOs). For 

instance, one of the main financing tools of the Jordan Compact—the EU Madad 

Trust Fund—has primarily allocated grants to different consortia of international 

NGOs. As of March 2020, the Trust Fund has contracted thirty-two projects operating 

in Jordan.2 Out of these, not a single project is led by a national NGO, and only three 

projects have national NGOs as “associated partners.” However, in line with the 

prioritization of government budget support discussed above, four projects in the 

public education sector are led by governmental agencies. This pattern is not unique 

to the EU Madad Trust Fund, but can be discerned amongst most major international 

donor agencies and financing instruments. In a survey of seventy-four development 

projects in Jordan funded by the Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs since 2013 

onwards, not a single one listed a local NGO as an implementing partners (although 

six projects were conducted in partnership with the GoJ).3 A similar survey of ten 

development projects funded by the UK Department for International Development 

(DFID) in Jordan showed that only one listed a local NGO as an implementing 

partner.4  

 
2 Data available from: https://ec.europa.eu/trustfund-syria-region/content/state-play_en 

(accessed March 23, 2020).  
3 Data available from: https://w05.international.gc.ca/projectbrowser-banqueprojets/filter-

filtre (accessed March 23, 2020).  
4 Data available from: https://devtracker.dfid.gov.uk/countries/JO/projects (accessed March 

23, 2020).  

 

https://ec.europa.eu/trustfund-syria-region/content/state-play_en
https://w05.international.gc.ca/projectbrowser-banqueprojets/filter-filtre
https://w05.international.gc.ca/projectbrowser-banqueprojets/filter-filtre
https://devtracker.dfid.gov.uk/countries/JO/projects
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 In part, the failure to localize non-governmental development programs can 

be attributed to the limited institutional capacity of local NGOs. According to one EU 

official, the primary challenge for localization of the EU Madad Trust Fund has been 

the mobilization of large amount of capital in a very short time (EU Official, Interview, 

2020): 

“In the beginning, the idea of the Trust Fund was really to get the money quickly to 

projects to make sure that we are supporting the refugees as much as possible. It 

was really, “out, out with the projects, we have to secure the delivery,” and it was a 

lot of economy-of-scale. Because we were few staff members, we put the work 

burden on consortia of implementing organizations so that they could cooperate 

and make sure all works. Rather than us sitting with seven different contracts, we 

signed one contract. We told those seven organizations, “now you fix this.” But the 

challenge has been to find absorption capacity and outreach amongst local actors. 

Today we have eighty-five contracts of a value om €1.9bn, so the projects are 

enormous and only few local actors can take those kind of contracts.” 

Nevertheless, other factors have also limited the involvement local NGOs in 

the development response. As one World Bank official noted, the idea of “nexus 

work” is a relatively new concept to national NGOs in Jordan, many who are used to 

working primarily in humanitarian contexts (WB Official, Interview, 2020). 

Unfamiliarity with nexus language means that these organizations are often unable 

to draft project proposals that adequately cater to the formats required by 

international donors.  

When local actors are included in the Syrian refugee response in Jordan, they 

typically lack influence over the design of humanitarian and development programs. 

According to a 2019 report on the localization of aid in Jordan and Lebanon, 

“international NGOs are still reluctant to share decision-making power regarding 

project allocation, location, beneficiaries and budget allocation [with] local NGOs” 

(Bruschini-Chaumet et al. 2019, 5). By excluding local actors in the design and 

implementation of development programs, international stakeholders have missed 

a valuable opportunity to take advantage of their knowledge to better tailor their 

development programs to the local context and the needs of Jordanian and Syrian 

beneficiaries. This can be seen in the context of gender, where commentators and 

scholars have emphasized the limited impact of international NGO programming 

that relies on “western assumptions” of female empowerment. Laura Buffoni (2018), 

for instance, has argued that that gender mainstreaming in livelihood has not 

adequately accounted for cultural norms of Syrian and Jordanian women, including 
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the preference of working from home. This sense of decontextualization is also 

present amongst Syrians and Jordanians. One Syrian refugee volunteering with an 

international NGO described how the emphasis placed on female livelihoods is at 

odds with the priorities of most refugees: “Okay, you can focus on getting women 

jobs, but this should come after that of men. Today most Syrian men don’t work! 

Will the wives go to work while the husbands stay at home? No, surely we need to 

get men work first” (Syrian Refugee 1, Interview, 2018). 

 
Upward accountability 

 

Although the turn to development in the Syrian refugee response has 

introduced new ways of financing humanitarian and development programming, 

donors have often retained an  accountability structure that favors “upward” 

accountability to donors and senior management rather than “downward” 

accountability to refugees and host community beneficiaries, thereby limiting 

program impact. As described by Susan Robert et al., “it is increasingly the case that 

in order to be eligible for project funds, NGO staff must demonstrate that they 

understand and apply management practices in line with those employed by their 

donor agencies” (2005, 1849). In Jordan, international development donors typically 

appraise programs according to quantifiable “targets.” The WBG, for instance, relies 

on a Program-for-Results financing (PforR) format, which “link[s] disbursement of 

funds directly to the achievement of specific program results” (WB 2020, n.p.). 

Similarly, DFID  requires NGO to submit proposals according to a “Business Case” 

format, emphasizing that organizations should “quantify and value benefits” and 

create a “delivery trajectory” with “expected milestones and targets.” (DFID 2011, 

16; 30). Although targets can theoretically take multiple forms, several project 

managers in Jordan noted that donors have a preference for a quantifying targets in 

terms of the number of beneficiaries, what one NGO worker described as a “game 

of numbers” (Jordanian NGO Worker 1, Interview, 2018). Considering the fierce 

competition between NGOs in attracting development funding, project managers 

are often pressured to maximize the number of beneficiaries in order to receive a 

continuous stream of funds. Indeed, organizations are always prioritizing “a high 

number of beneficiaries” since “this is what the donors want” (ibid). 

The “game of numbers” has had a significant influence over the types of non-

governmental development programming that have proliferated in the Syrian 
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refugee response. As one project manager explained, it has particularly contributed 

to the rise of projects related to “supply-side interventions,” such as entrepreneurial 

sewing courses, carpentry workshops, and hair and make-up classes (International 

NGO Worker 1, Interview, 2018). Although there are several reasons for the 

popularity of these kind of development programs in Jordan—including the “ease of 

implementation”—they are often deemed as particularly attractive due to their 

ability to “absorb a high numbers of beneficiaries” (ibid). As donor interest livelihood 

programming has grown substantially in the past four years, it has become 

increasingly easy to get funding for the implementation of small-scale vocational 

training programs, such “a three-week or four-week graphic design training” (ibid). 

Considering that NGOs are able to “take a bunch of different people every time,” 

these types of development programs could reach hundreds of beneficiaries and 

quickly boost the organizations’ impact statistics (ibid). 

While the number of beneficiaries speaks to impact scale, it says little about 

the impact quality. Although supply-side interventions and vocational trainings 

might provide participants with new skills and experiences in the short-term, they 

have largely been unsuccessful at provide long-term employment (Kumar et al. 2018, 

xvii). This is particularly so for Syrian refugees. Largely due to legal restrictions on 

non-Jordanian labor (see above), many Syrians are unable to leverage vocational 

trainings to enter the formal labor market (Kumar et al. 2018; International NGO 

Worker 2, Interview, 2019). In this context, development scholars have pointed out 

how an emphasis on short-term quantitative targets can sustain ineffective 

programming by circumventing “costly” Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) exercises 

and distorting accountability to beneficiaries (Easterly 2002; Edwards and Hulme 

1996). In Jordan, the absence of long-term M&E has meant that some NGOs have 

continued implementing supply-side livelihood programs despite a lack of 

sustainable impact. As one NGO worker explained, organizations “are not bound to 

severe evaluation standards once [they] implement these training sessions” and 

therefore do it as “a way to fill in the [funding] gaps” (International NGO Worker 1, 

Interview, 2018). 

A lack of downward accountability has also limited the impact of non-

governmental development programming in the SEZs. Following the realization that 

Jordanian factories faced difficulties in employing Syrian refugees in the SEZs, several 

NGOs received funds to administer job training programs connecting Syrians and 

factory owners, including the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
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Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Nevertheless, according to several NGO workers, many of 

these programs were unable to creating long-term employment. As one local 

livelihoods officer explained  (Jordanian NGO Worker 2, Interview, 2018): 

“What happened was that when NGOs got the money [for the job training projects] 

they have a target [for the project outcomes]. They want to achieve their targets. 

Let’s say that I am an NGO and I have a target of putting three hundred people into 

jobs and to ensure that these people return to their jobs for three months… So, what 

happens is that after three months the NGO will kick people out basically to replace 

them with other people who will be unique number for the records… And for the 

factories this is great, since they get three more months of free labor. But for the 

participants, they are unable to find a permanent job.”  

As this account shows, the NGOs implementing job training programs 

received funding tied to “target outcomes.” Due to upward accountability to donors, 

however, project managers were pushed to prioritize “unique numbers” rather than 

the long-term employment of a smaller number of participants. 

 

4. Conclusion  

 

During the past eight years, the Syrian refugee response has increasingly 

looked to development as a tool to tackle the “refugee burden” in host countries and 

contain Syrians in the region. In Jordan, development-based refugee policy has 

entailed a wide set of practices, ranging from macroeconomic interventions meant 

to increase export, through access-oriented initiatives in the education and 

livelihoods sector, to various forms of vocational and entrepreneurship trainings. 

Nevertheless, humanitarian and development actors have struggled to design 

policies and programs that speak to the needs of local beneficiaries in general and 

Syrians refugees in particular. This article has identified three structural challenges 

of the Syrian refugee response that have limited the impact of development 

initiatives. First, the growing number of actors have led to a geopoliticization of 

humanitarian and development agendas and the prioritization of congenial, “quick-

fix” solutions, pushing beneficiary interests and program feasibility to the margin. 

Second, the dominance of foreign management has limited localization of non-

governmental development programs and sometimes resulted in a lack of effective 

and contextualized policy and programming. Third, although development has 

mobilized new funds and financing instruments, donors have retained “upward” 
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accountability structures that emphasize short-term quantifiable targets—

particularly in the form of beneficiary numbers—at the expense of programs with a 

long-term, sustainable impact. However, considering the limited data utilized by this 

article, more research is needed to further analyze how these dynamics affect the 

refugee response. 

As development is become an increasingly important aspect of global 

refugee regime, it brings a range of new opportunities for strengthening refugee 

responses. In Jordan, development-based refugee policy has mobilized massive 

amounts of aid and introduced a wide range of new actors, financial instruments, 

and management techniques. It has helped mitigate donor-fatigue, highlighted host 

community needs, and forced stakeholders to plan beyond an “emergency” 

response. Nevertheless, development also brings a new set of challenges. Today, the 

Syrian refugee response is larger, multisectoral, and nexus-oriented, but also more 

bureaucratized, politicized, and corporatized. In this context, Syrians themselves are 

aware that their rights and protection have become far from the the only priority of 

international and local NGOs. Indeed, many of them experience that humanitarian 

and development industry often stands in direct opposition to their own interests. 

According to one Syrian man: “Development organizations have two faces. The face 

of humanitarianism and the face of the killer (humme be wajheyn, al-wajh al-

insaanee wa wajh al-qaatil). [They] will pretend to care about Syrians, but only to 

get the money. To them, this is business, not humanitarianism” (Syrian Refugee 2, 

Interview, 2018). 

Moving forward , there is a need for all stakeholders within the Syrian 

refugee response to revisit the way in which development has hitherto been 

mobilized in Jordan in general and the continued disempowerment of Syrian 

refugees in particular. While the international community should certainly continue 

supporting the GoJ and the Jordanian host community, the protection of Syrian 

refugees cannot remain marginal to the response agenda. In addition to facilitating 

durable solutions—both in terms of resettlement and integration—there is a need 

for donors and implementing agencies to transition towards increased “downward” 

accountability in humanitarian and development programming and prioritize 

feasible, localized, and sustainable programs with long-term impact for Syrians and 

Jordanians alike. 
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Abstract. The concept of belonging is significant in current debates about refugee settlement 
in the host countries as it is associated with being able to ‘feel at home’ in a specific place 
and is considered as a precondition to quality of life. This paper explores how stability and 
living conditions of Syrian refugee women, during early stages of settlement in Milan, affect 
the process of developing a sense of belonging to the personal space of home. The research 
takes on a qualitative approach relying on in-depth interviews with seven Syrian women. The 
concept of belonging is examined as both an individual and collective issue. The findings 
revealed the centrality of the home in participants’ lives as well as the feelings associated 
with it. The paper also suggests that developing a feeling of belonging is directly influenced 
by the transformative effect of displacement on their gender and class. Finally, the paper 
concludes that while developing a sense of belonging in its totality is multidimensional, it is 
fundamentally conditioned by the provision of a stable home and secured living conditions. 
 
Keywords: belonging, Syrian refugees, refugee women, gender, housing 
 
 

Introduction 

 

Italy has been a main destination for asylum seekers from different countries 

because of its location on the external borders of the EU. between 2013 and 2015, 

an estimated 61,078 Syrians reached the Italian coasts, only 2.7 percent filed an 

asylum application in Italy while the rest made secondary movements within the EU 

to their final destinations (Ministero dell’Interno, 2015; Eurostat, 2019; SPRAR et al., 

2017). Hence, Italy was considered a ‘temporary transit’ in their northwards journey 

(Naga 2016). 

Several studies highlighted that these secondary movements were 

motivated by reasons other than migration policies and access to protection; 

including the presence of relatives and friends in those countries, labor-market 

conditions, the provision of welfare benefits and the awareness of structural 

weakness of the Italian reception system and integration policies (Brekke & 
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Brochmann, 2015; Denaro, 2016).  

In the following years, Italy’s role has changed from a transit to a host 

country for the Syrian refugees. Several settlement schemes1 have been activated to 

provide channels of safe entry without subjecting the asylum seekers’ lives to threats 

through dangerous journeys (European Commission 2018; Caritas Italiana, 2019). 

Accordingly, it is necessary to examine the different dimensions of refugees’ 

settlement in the country amid profound change resulted by displacement. The 

concept of belonging becomes of particular importance in current debates about 

refugee settlement in the host countries. Belonging is considered a central concept 

in people’s lives; it is associated with being able to ‘feel at home’ in a specific place 

and is considered as a precondition to quality of life (Anthias 2006). Naturally, the 

notion of belonging becomes particularly complex for refugees, as displacement 

results not only in the loss of a sense of home but also produces a transformation in 

belonging and identity. As pointed out by many scholars, the absence of the feelings 

of belonging and attachment tends to increase the refugees’ feelings of being 

displaced and ‘out of place’ (Anthias 2006, Antonsich 2010). 

The research adopts a qualitative approach in exploring how stability and 

living conditions of Syrian refugees during the early stages of settlement2 affect the 

process of developing a sense of belonging to new and unfamiliar settings and how 

this process is influenced by factors such as gender, class and ethnicity. 

While refugees may develop a sense of belonging to multiple places starting 

from the private scale of home to the scale of public collective spaces of the 

neighborhood and the city, this paper focuses on belonging to the personal space of 

home as an expected site for belonging to first emerge.  

The paper starts by bringing together literature outlining the concept of 

belonging as both an individual and a collective issue and aiming to specify the 

different dimensions that facilitate or limit this feeling. The following section offers 

 
1 Several European settlement schemes have been activated in 2015 whereby 1,706 persons 

had arrived in Italy by mid-2018 (European Commission 2018). The humanitarian corridors 

scheme, initiated by the civil society organization in Italy in 2015, provide entry to more than 

1,610 people, mainly Syrian, transferred to Italy from Lebanon between 2016 and June 2019 

(Caritas Italiana 2019). It also takes up the responsibility of the reception and socio-economic 

integration and offering support during the procedure of applying for political asylum 

(Mediterranean Hope 2018). 

2 The term ‘early stages’ is used here to refer to a period from two to five years post-arrival. 

The minimum of two years of living in Italy was set to give a chance for the settlement 

experiences to build up. 
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an overview of the research approach along with details of the participant 

recruitment and profiles. This is followed by an in-depth empirical analysis in which 

the meaning of stability and its role in shaping the sense of belonging is investigated. 

And finally, the paper concludes that the participants’ personal experiences of 

searching for a home are disrupted by feelings of instability and insecurity that affect 

their lives and lead to an ambiguous future. 

 

Belonging: a multidimensional concept 

 

The term ‘belonging’ has become a dominant discourse in the policy debates 

around identity, migration, integration and social cohesion. These debates have 

underlined the importance of scrutinizing the notion of belonging as it is central in 

people’s lives and both social and political practices (Hamaz and Vasta 2009, Yuval-

Davis, Anthias and Kofman 2005). 

In a broad sense, belonging translates into a feeling as well as a set of 

practices, it can be linked to many different social and spatial terms (Gilmartin 2017, 

Wright 2015). The social dimension of belonging is related to the membership and 

attachment to a particular social group that can vary in size and scale from family or 

local community to the nation. While the spatial dimension of belonging is linked to 

the feeling of attachment to a particular place and how this feeling can form towards 

places of different geographical scales starting from the scale of the home to the 

State. (Yuval-Davis 2003, Gilmartin 2017). Ultimately, belonging is a contested and 

multidimensional concept that is influenced by multiple factors; thus, it must be 

located on different analytical levels (Christensen, 2009; Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-

Davis et al., 2005). 

This research draws on scholarly discussions on the concept of belonging, 

specifically on Antonsich’s (2010) work. He offers a comprehensive cross-discipline 

review of literature on belonging, suggesting an analytical framework to the concept 

of belonging organized around two major analytical dimensions; first belonging as a 

‘personal, intimate, private sentiment of place attachment’ (place-belongingness), 

and secondly as a collective practice influenced by a complex set of power relations 

defining who belongs and who does not (politics of belonging). Following Yuval-

Davis' (2006) differentiation between belonging which is about emotional 

attachment and feeling ‘at home’ from politics of belonging connected with the 

construction of belonging within power structures in the society. Antonsich (2010) 
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argues that it is necessary to avoid the recurrent mistake in discussions of belonging 

by focusing on either one dimension since they mutually influence each other and 

contribute to the embodiment of belonging. 

The personal emotion of an individual towards a particular place generates 

what Antonsich terms ‘place-belongingness’. In other words, it is about feeling at 

home and safe in a place (Yuval-Davis 2006). Home represents a symbolic place that 

offers security, familiarity and comfort besides being a place of lived experiences. 

The idea of home may be localized to particular place(s) including house, 

neighborhood, urban spaces, city and country (Lähdesmäki, et al. 2016). This 

coincides with Mee and Wright’s (2009) argument that belonging is an ‘inherently 

geographical concept’ that connects people to places through discourses of 

boundary making and inhabitation. Place, therefore, is implicated in the formation 

of belonging in both its affective and political dimensions. 

Antonsich (2010) identified five main dimensions that shape a personal 

sense of belonging. First, auto-biographical factors that relate to the subjective 

experiences of an individual such as past experiences, relations and memories, all 

contribute to a person’s attachment to a particular place. For refugees who come to 

live in a completely unknown country to which they do not have prior associated 

memory, the accumulation of lived experiences and activities over time and space is 

crucial to communicate their sense of belonging. Second, relational factors that refer 

to the social relations that give experiential content to people’s lives. They involve 

both emotionally dense relationships such as family ties and network of friends, and 

weak ties with people who share the same geographical environment. 

Third, cultural factors involve forms of cultural expressions such as language, 

traditions and habits that can evoke a feeling of familiarity and belonging to a society. 

While cultural connections can facilitate a sense of belonging among individuals with 

shared national identity and culture, it can perform as an obstacle towards belonging 

to a new societal context (Antonsich 2010, Buonfino and Thomson 2007). 

Fourth, Antonsich (2010) highlights the importance of economic factors in 

establishing and maintaining a sense of belonging, not only by creating safe and 

stable material conditions but also through their economic place in society, people 

feel they have a say in the future of the place. Moreover, through active economic 

participation in society, people can feel recognized and start to form a sense of 

achievement, self-esteem and belonging, which can lead ultimately to a positive 

feeling towards the host country (Hagendoorn, Veenman and Vollebergh 2003). 
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Lastly, to be entitled to legal rights such as to enter the state, remain there 

and to work or study there, to be able to plan a future in a safe manner, is what Nira 

Yuval-Davis (2011) calls “security spatial rights”. These among other legal rights are 

essential to produce security which is significant for the feeling of belonging to be 

enacted, according to many scholars. Security in this sense is about having access to 

the resources that enable individuals to manage the instability of their existing 

situation (Antonsich 2010).  

Antonsich (2010) adds the length of residence as another factor that may 

influence the sense of place-belongingness among newcomers. Several studies have 

shown that the length of residency in a particular place, has a positive correlation to 

belonging (Puddifoot 2003, Markova and Black 2007, Kitchen, Williams and Gallina 

2015). Markova and Black (2007) for example, argue that migrants’ sense of 

belonging, whether to their neighborhood or the host country, increases over time 

due to the increase in resources and improved quality of life over time. 

As discussed above, whilst migrants’ personal sense of belonging to a place 

in which they settle remains significant in how they negotiate belonging; it is not just 

an individual affair and should not be isolated from structural expressions of 

inclusion and exclusion that locate people belonging or non-belonging to a specific 

collectivity (Antonsich 2010). As Visser states, “the personal feeling ‘I belong here’ is 

unavoidably influenced by a complex set of power relations” (2017, 1-2), Therefore, 

it is crucial to investigate both facets of belonging to understand the interplay 

between them (Antonsich 2010). 

 

Research approach and methods 

 

The research is based on a qualitative, exploratory approach aiming to 

extract the rich subjective experiences and perspectives. The choice of refugee 

women to be the focus of the study was motivated by studies showing that women 

experience migration differently from men which makes their needs qualitatively 

different from those of men and must therefore be addressed distinctly from them 

(Deacon & Sullivan, 2009; Nasser-Eddin, 2017). The research participants are Syrian 

women who had arrived in Milan after the Syrian conflict had started in 2011. 

Participants were recruited using the snowballing technique by approaching 

informal networks that can provide contact to Syrian refugees, such as mosques and 

Syrian cafés. The sample was not to be restricted to certain characteristics such as 
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specific age, marital status, religion, etc. Eventually, seven Syrian women were 

interviewed. All of them self-proclaimed ‘middle-class’ back in Syria. 

All but one had obtained political asylum3. The remaining participant had 

come to Italy after her husband was granted political asylum and applied for family 

reunification. All participants have been living in Milan for a period, ranging between 

two years and five years. 

The table below gives an overview of the key characteristics of the 

participants.  

 Name4 Age Occupation 
(Syria/Italy) 

Date of 
arrival 

Marital 
status 

Family composition 
in Italy 

1 Farah 30 employed/ 
employed 

mid-2015 single none 

2 Salwa 39 employed/ 
seeking a job 

mid-2017 married a husband and a 
child 

3 Kinda 31 housewife/ 
seeking a job 

end of 2016 married a husband and two 
children 

4 Eman 29 student/ 
seeking a job 

end of 2016 single a mother and two 
brothers 

5 Amal 47 housewife/ 
seeking a job 

end of 2016 married three children 

6 Mona 29 employed/ 
employed 

mid-2017 married a husband 

7 Lamia 36 housewife/ 
informal 
work 

end of 2014 married a husband and two 
children 

 

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted between December 

2018 and March 2019. Most of the interviews took place in public spaces chosen by 

the participants, mostly in cafés, and twice the researcher was invited to the 

participant’s home. Each interview lasted around two hours. The language used 

 
3 It grants a residence permit for five years and renewable. This also allow access to education 

and employment as well as social and health assistance and access to public housing under the 

same conditions as Italians (Ministero dell’Interno 2015). However, in some regions, access 

to public housing is subject to a minimum residence requirement on the national territory. For 

example, in Milan, the regional law of 2007, requires renting a residence for a minimum of 

five years in Lombardy in order to apply for public housing (Agustoni 2007) 

4 To guarantee confidentiality, pseudonyms were used for all the participants. 
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during the interviews was Arabic, the mother tongue of both the researcher and the 

participants. All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent. The 

recordings were later transcribed and translated carefully by the researcher, but the 

possibility that some meanings were lost in translation evidently remains. 

After the initial stage of familiarization during the transcription process, 

three main steps were followed during the analysis. The first step involved a close 

reading of narratives by looking at the text of each participant following the holistic-

content mode of reading to gain a complete understanding of each experience 

separately (Fenster 2004). Following, a categorical-content approach was used to 

“identify important themes or categories within a body of content, and to provide a 

rich description of the social reality created by those themes/categories” (Zhang and 

Wildemuth 2009, 11). Therefore, the second step involved defining the different 

themes expressed by the participants in each interview. After that, the thematic 

similarities between the interviews were defined, looking into how these multiple 

themes interconnect. At last, these themes were examined against the broad factors 

that influence the process of developing a sense of belonging previously defined. 

 

Seeking stability post-displacement 

 

Developing a sense of belonging and to feel at home involve questions about 

stability and being able to plan a future. In discussing the prospects of settling down 

with the participants, two significant factors emerged; the first is related to work, 

while the second relates to housing. These factors are intertwining as indicated by 

the participants; having a secure job provides adequate housing which they consider 

as a necessity above all. 

Mona, for example, imagines that having a stable job is the only factor 

involved in securing her future: “I’m so scared of the future that’s why I don’t think 

about it. But if there is work, the work contract will protect you and nothing else”. 

Another participant, Salwa shares the same perspective: “…work will provide 

everything; the apartment and everything else”. Similarly, Lamia says: “If you asked 

me what are the two things that you want the most, I’d say that I wish for my 

language to improve and for our business5 to flourish”.  

 
 

 
5 Lamia and her husband have started a home-based catering business a couple of years ago.  
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The centrality of homeownership 
 

Most of the participants had belonged to the middle class in their home 

country. However, as capitals and assets are not easily transferable in the case of 

forced migration, refugees tend to experience an economically disadvantaged 

position in their host countries in terms of overall wealth. In her account, Lamia was 

trying to explain why the financial situation had resurfaced many times during the 

interview as one of her main concerns in contrast to her situation back in Syria and 

how this is affecting her daughter: 

“In Syria, we weren’t troubled with financial matters. I have never known what my 

father owns or his income… I don’t know other than that he is financially stable… 

Now, my daughter bears some kind of financial concern, maybe because she doesn’t 

see her father in a fixed job or owning a place.” 

In her statement, Lamia raises a significant factor that made a difference in 

her feelings of financial security and stability, besides having a fixed job she 

mentioned the ownership of a home. Other participants shared Lamia’s perspective 

which is logical considering their social class back in Syria and its implications6. As 

middle-class individuals in their origin country, the participants had lived in their 

owned homes. As they explained, this means that they were living in one house their 

whole life, moving out in limited cases. Here it is argued that their previous 

experiences of ownership play a significant role in their feelings of displacement and 

how they are perceiving their relationship with their rented homes and their 

experience of repeatedly moving between them. 

The significance of ownership is concluded by Salwa: “there is no place of 

residence yet in Syria there was one. The place of residence is the base; when you 

own a place it is different from renting”. Similarly, Eman stated: “it was enough that 

we had a home and you know that you won’t move out”. She goes on explaining the 

importance of home as the anchor point in her daily life: “Home is security for sure—

at least you have a place to sleep; it is where I come back after I go out”. Despite the 

centrality of the home, for her, it is associated with instability and a sense of 

discomfort due to the temporality of their situation as she explained: “It is hard to 

move from one place to another. This is our second place, in the first period we 

 
6 “In Syria the middle class own their own home, car and a job; has a private work, for example, 

a shop, an office, a small factory”. A participant explaining the characteristics of middle class 

in Syria 
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stayed in a different place then we moved in here. Now we have to move to another 

temporary one till we find another. Can you imagine our situation!”. 

While Salwa explained the missing feeling of belonging towards her new 

environment in contrast to her environment back in Syria. For her, to be able to 

belong is conditional on the ownership of a home and being surrounded by family. 

Factors that are absent from her current environment and cause her fear of the 

future leading ultimately to a feeling of detachment:  

“Wherever you go, you belong to your childhood environment, although I had my 

son here and I’m so happy—my son means a lot to me. But if it were up to me, I 

want him to live with me there [in Syria] … Here, I’m scared of the future, there is 

no future, it is unknown, you don’t have a home or anything while in your country, 

you have a home, a life, and a family.” 

Similarly, Kinda expressed her feeling towards her current home, saying: “it 

is not mine. I feel threatened there, I don’t feel stability in this place, I’m afraid in it, 

especially when they told us that we have to move out”. 

The previous experiences are of the participants who were forced to move 

several times. The refugees who arrive to Italy through resettlement schemes are 

usually placed in governmental centers for weeks until they are distributed to private 

apartments that depends on the real-estate availability of the managing 

organization. The unplanned nature of localization forces the refugees to move 

several times and in some cases to different cities as reported by the participants. 

Alternatively, Lamia who has been living in the same apartment since she 

arrived in Italy five years ago, expressed her positive feelings towards her current 

home. She clarified that although she did not have control over the choice of the 

apartment, she developed a sense of attachment towards it based on taste 

proximity: “… I didn’t choose this apartment or furnished it, but it was closer to my 

taste, that it is why I feel attached to it”. Lamia works from home for her catering 

business which is another factor that contributes to these positive feelings as she 

explained: “here [in her home], you are learning, you feel that you are doing 

something to improve yourself and solve your problems. Therefore, there is a sense 

of comfort to some extent, but there isn’t a place where I feel completely 

comfortable”. 

Similarly, another participant, Farah described her experience of living in the 

same apartment since she arrived and how this gives her a feeling of safety: “I pay 

rent that I can pay in a better apartment, I can’t leave it…. I feel that I want something 
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to be mine … this gives me the feeling of safety and that this is my place”. 

These examples show that a sense of attachment and belonging can be 

developed among refugees who do not have to constantly move their place of living. 

Yet for those who have to move often the feeling of instability increases and 

consequently prevent them from developing such feelings. 

 
A shift in homeownership 

 

The financial burden of renting is another main factor impacting resource 

wealth as conveyed in the interviews. Living in owned homes in Syria, renting did not 

cause a financial burden for the participants. In light of this change, they expressed 

how the issue of housing now causes them stress both mentally and financially. The 

following statement by Amal illustrated her stress over her situation: 

“We weren’t used to keep thinking when should I move out…. To move out so 

frequently! we had a place and we were settled but now you think where to go after 

moving out of this apartment? what will happen to us? What will happen to these 

children? A mother doesn’t think about herself; she thinks about her children.” 

Lamia also explains how this change is affecting their life financially: 

“For a person in their own country—maybe because of our class, we didn’t suffer 

because of the issue of rent. Whether when I was in my family’s home or after I got 

married, it was our place; we owned it. You don’t think about the rent and how much 

it costs. This huge burden of rent doesn’t exist; that’s why life was more luxurious. 

Here, life is harsh. You find yourself struggling; all day long you are suffering.” 

In addition to being concerned financially, the participants mentioned the 

discrimination in the housing market. Salwa explains that renting an apartment is 

difficult as many owners refuse to rent to Arabs: “It is difficult to rent an apartment 

from an Italian; they don’t rent to Arabs”. 

Lamia also is facing the same problem as she explained that they rented their 

current place with the help of an acquaintance when they first arrived. And although 

it is small for her family now, they do not think about moving out:  

“We rented it when my children were young. It is just one bedroom and a living 

room…. It was fine with two babies but after this, now, we are disturbed because 

they are older. It is not a big place, but we can’t even think –just think– of moving 

out because it is impossible to find an alternative…. no one would rent to us. You 
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know, no one would rent for foreigners. Also, a bigger place will be more expensive. 

So, we are staying for now.” 

The participants’ experiences of discrimination in the housing market 

coincide with empirical studies that highlight access to the housing market as one of 

the main challenges of migrants’ integration in Italy along with access to work and 

social services. Studies have shown that migrants encounter discrimination in the 

private housing market due to their ethnic background (Agustoni, Alietti and Cucca 

2012, Brandsen, et al. 2012, Baldini and Federici 2011). At the same time, public 

housing as an alternative is inaccessible at this stage of settlement as mentioned 

before.  

The participants mentioned the consequences of instability on different 

aspects of their lives, for example, Mona explained that although she has been 

married for more than two years, she does not think about having a child as she and 

her husband do not have permanent jobs or a fixed place of living. While Kinda 

expressed her critical need for stability for the children’s sake. Kinda is a mother of 

two; a 16 years old daughter and an eight years old son who was diagnosed with 

autism: 

“We left Lebanon mainly for the children’s mental condition…. we started moving 

from one place to another and this was harsh on her [their daughter]. My problem 

is that instability causes my son’s condition to deteriorate. So, I wanted to settle 

down in some place because whenever he moves, he has to start over and acquire 

new information and new friends. This makes him worse and prevents his 

improvement. This is my problem. I’m searching for stability and I can’t find it. Even 

here, we moved three times up until now and the fourth is coming.” 

 
Instability and changed gender roles 

 

Another result of the persistent financial concerns, several participants are 

now actively taking part in providing for the household while at the same time 

maintaining their gender roles as the main caregivers. Deacon and Sullivan (2009) 

argue that refugee women face challenges in negotiating their gender roles in the 

new society which might be different from their role in the country of origin. In the 

Syrian context, displacement can disrupt the traditional7 gender roles they had in 

 
7 ‘Traditional’ here is used to refer to women who were primarily responsible for caring for 

their husbands, children and the house while men tend to undertake the role of provider—
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their countries, forcing Syrian women to challenge their old roles and take on new 

responsibilities in the hosting communities (Nasser-Eddin, 2017; Harvey, Garwood, 

& El-Masri, 2013).  

The participants indicate that in their home country, they had access to 

resources and services that enabled them to realize their traditional roles:  

Amal: “My husband was bringing us everything we need, we didn’t buy anything, 

everything was brought to us at home. We didn’t have to worry about anything. 

That’s why I’m telling you that after we left Syria we are living in a whirlpool; I feel 

like I’m living in a whirlpool and can’t get out of it.” 

Kinda: “I was living in Syria a quite wealthy life, we had a house, a pastry kitchen, 

and a car. I wasn’t responsible for anything. My husband was responsible for 

everything, he would bring anything, he even had a worker working for him to 

attend to our needs. I had never been to a grocery store…. When I came here, I 

became responsible for almost everything because my husband’s work situation 

doesn’t allow him to help me.” 

In their new setting, the resource poverty led the participants to undertake 

new responsibilities whether by seeking jobs or running household errands, such as 

grocery shopping, going to their children’s schools, etc.  

Lamia, who has a higher-degree education in Economics, had gotten married 

right after graduation. She had never thought about working back in Syria as this was 

not common in her family. Currently, she is a participant in securing life expenses 

with her husband. 

In her account, Salwa reflected on the lack of choice in her decision to work: 

“[In Syria] a woman can work or not, her life is in her hands, here my life isn’t in my 

hands, I have to work to make a living for my son and my family”. Salwa used to work 

as a nurse in Syria, she mentioned many times that she prefers to work and is actively 

searching for a job, but she feels that she is forced to work due to financial hardship 

not as a preference. Mona, who studied biology also worked in Syria as a teacher 

and now she is working two jobs explaining: “If I stopped working, I have to search 

for something else.… it is impossible to depend just on his [her husband’s] salary”. 

As discussed previously, the sense of achievement that can result from 

economic participation can ultimately increase refugees’ sense of belonging to the 

host country. This was clearly illustrated in Kinda’s narrative; she explained that even 

 
breadwinner—for their households, and dominated almost all aspects of society (Lokot 2018, 

Nasser-Eddin 2017). 
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if she is now facing several challenges as a refugee in a new country, being in Italy 

opened up the opportunity for her to achieve her childhood dream to work. Her 

husband would not allow her to work back in Syria for what might be cultural norms, 

coupled with financial capability. This all changed when they moved to Italy and that 

is why she likes it: 

“My dream has been to work since I was a child…. I was dreaming when I came to 

Italy that I will find a job … but until now I can’t find it. I loved Italy because I thought 

it might give me this opportunity.” 

To overcome the instability of their living conditions caused by financial 

hardship, the participants are becoming economically active in their hosting country. 

Even those who were previously employed in Syria were in fact working as a free 

choice while in Italy, they are obliged to find a job to meet financial needs in addition 

to their household caring duties. 

 

Conclusions  

 

The research aimed to assess to what extent the sense of belonging of recent 

Syrian refugee women in their new environment is influenced by factors such as 

stability and living conditions and by reflecting on the role of their socio-economic 

background, gender and ethnicity in their experience.  

The multidimensional character of belonging was demonstrated in the way 

it is intersecting and overlapping with different aspects of the participants’ lives. 

Feelings of attachment and belonging are about being safe and having a secure 

future. The participants’ main concerns were linked to the economic stability and 

security of housing.  

Home proved to be a central space in the women’s lives; for most of the 

participants, it generally represented a space of security and comfort. Regarding 

their current situation, they revealed strong (whether positive or negative) feelings 

associated with it. The ownership of a home was demonstrated as a significant factor 

in the participants’ feeling of security and stability due to their socio-economic 

background in Syria where they all lived in a home which they owned. In Italy, they 

rely on renting a home and are forced to move repeatedly in addition to the 

challenges connected with discrimination in the housing market, which lead to the 

feeling of detachment from their personal space of home. Another significant factor 

that adds to this centrality is related to their employment situation, as most of the 
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participants, at the time of the interviews, were unemployed or working from their 

homes. 

The participants experience an economically disadvantaged position due to 

the immobility of capital and assets. Being used to live in owned homes, the financial 

burden of rent adds to their financial stress. As a result, they took up new 

responsibilities in addition to their role as the main caregiver in the household. For 

some, this meant newfound freedom and sense of empowerment, while for others, 

there was a clear expression of feeling overwhelmed by these new responsibilities. 

The interviews also served to convey structural expressions of exclusion in the 

housing market. 

The paper concludes that the participants’ personal experiences of searching 

for a new place of belonging are disrupted by feelings of instability and insecurity 

that cut across their lives and leads to an ambiguous future. And that their sense of 

belonging, even two to five years into their asylum experience, has not adequately 

developed towards their host community. There are clear potential pathways that 

may form a foundation onto which this sense can be developed such as having a 

secured source of income and stable housing conditions especially during the first 

years of resettlement. 
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Abstract. In her book The Birthright Lottery, Ayelet Shachar (2009) offers convincing 
arguments regarding the connection between birthright citizenship and global inequalities. If 
bestowing citizenship upon birth leads to the perpetuation of privileges in wealthy states, 
new approaches to the granting of political membership need to be considered. Hence, 
Shachar introduces two concepts, the Birthright Privilege Levy and Ius Nexi, to resolve the 
injustices created by the birthright lottery. A critical analysis of her approach might reveal 
substantial weaknesses in her theory. Indeed, important ramifications concerning capitalism, 
migration and restricted mobility remain unresolved in the conception of her ideas. This 
paper argues that only a stringent conjunction of her concepts might fulfil Shachar´s aim, to 
coherently link political membership with global justice. The revision and extension of her 
theory might hold important implications for migration studies, since it raises essential 
questions on how to achieve a world with relatively open borders, in which mobility is an 
expression of individual´s autonomy. 
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Introduction  

 

After the so called “refugee crisis” in 2015, a heated debate about the 

welcoming of refugees, the right to stay, and political membership emerged in 

Europe. Conversely, this debate is not new and there exists a rich body of literature 

about questions on immigration, states´ obligation to include refugees, and the 

allocation of citizenship (Bader 2005; Seglow 2005; Bauböck 2011 a; Smith 2011; 

Carens 2013; Fine & Ypi 2016; Grundmann & Stephan 2016). Therefore, several 

scholars have already discussed the exclusion of non-members in the national 

context (Miller 2005; Wellmann 2008, Wellmann & Cole 2011), while the connection 

between the principle of allocating political membership by birth and its global 

consequences yet remained unexplored.  

One exception is Shachar´s book The Birthright Lottery (2009), in which she 

criticizes the present allocation of citizenship by birth. This new perspective is more 
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current than ever, as we live in an unequal world characterized by disparities in terms 

of health, education, employment and income prospects, in which e.g. 17 percent of 

children born in low human development countries will have died before age 20, 

compared to just 1 percent of children born in very high human development countries 

(UNDP 2019, 29). Accordingly, Shachar points to the mechanism of granting 

citizenship, in which she sees global asymmetries in the distribution of perspectives 

and life chances perpetuating global injustices. Her book can be described as an 

original synthesis between theories of political membership and global inequalities, 

which shed light on the untenable practice of treating citizenship as inherited property.  

The aim of this paper is to critically engage with Shachar’s concepts. 

Correspondingly, chapter 1 will analyse Shachar´s idea of a Birthright Privilege Levy, a 

tax on privileged citizenship, and identify certain weaknesses in her conceptualisation. 

In particular, Shachar bases her entire theory on questions regarding global injustice. 

In contrast, she does not include an approach that explains how global inequalities are 

produced, which is essential for any theory engaging with global injustices. The next 

chapter 2 will scrutinize Shachar´s concept of Ius Nexi. She introduces a novel concept 

for the allocation of citizenship, Ius Nexi, without considering who might profit from 

this change of the status quo. This paper will argue that these new concepts, 

established as answers to the injustices of the birthright regime, are no appropriate 

means to solve the mentioned dilemmas of the birthright lottery. Chapter 3, therefore, 

will discuss that the introduction of her new ideas is only coherent, if they are 

conceptualized inherently together. In addition, Shachar´s approach remains 

incomplete, if not including important questions about migration and border regimes, 

which Chapter 4 will further discuss. Otherwise, the core strength of her theory, the 

connection between political membership and global inequalities breaks apart. To this 

regard, it is questionable whether Shachar´s theory actually creates a “new balance 

between political membership and global justice […]“ (2009, 22). This paper further 

will ask: what other options are there to solve the raised problems of the Birthright 

Lottery? 

 

1. The Birthright Privilege Levy as a new concept of global distribution 

 

In order to comprehensively criticise Shachar´s concepts, it necessary to 

previously classify her theory into the broader literature on migration, citizenship 

and justice.  
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In comparison to Shachar, the activist school of migration studies pictures 

migrants caught in a constant state of exemption and excluded from basic rights. 

Scholars analyse the political acts of (irregular) migrants, who are not part of the 

political community (Nyers & Rygiel 2012; McNevin 2013). Isin and Nielson (2008) 

describe these actions as “acts of citizenship” and connect them to the broader 

transformation of political membership. Nevertheless, these processes can only be 

described as a transformative potential, as (irregular) migrants are subjected to legal 

authorities, without being protected by its laws. Alternatively, Benhabib (2008) and 

Bosniak (2006) particularly analyse the rights of non-members and the democratic 

implications of exclusion. While this analysis explains why states exclude aliens, it 

lacks a normative basis, and therefore, a normative concept for citizenship. As a 

consequence, both authors do not consider the global significance of citizenship, as 

embedded in an unequal world. In the same way, Bauböck (2009), despite 

establishing a new concept of citizenship (stakeholder principle), underestimates the 

immense economic, political and social differences that exist between states, 

according citizenship an unequal value worldwide. Already Walzer (1985) offers a 

connection between questions of justice and dilemmas of membership. However, he 

is justifying a right to exclude in the context of national sovereignty and cultural 

proximity. Therefore, his theory does not acknowledge that the allocation of 

citizenship in an unequal world might result in legitimate claims for political 

membership for certain people. In contrast, Carens (2013) defends a completely 

different approach on citizenship, criticising the citizenship regime in the Global 

North as kind of a feudal system. He acknowledges substantial economic global 

inequalities in his theory, and refers to the opening of borders and free movement 

as moral questions. Yet, Carens (2016) links political membership to a theory of social 

membership, and in this way, offers an alternative notion for citizenship. Hence, this 

might jeopardise the core strength of citizenship, to protect citizens against arbitrary 

government, since social membership does not correspond to a legal status.1  

To summarise, there are contrary positions if and how states should include 

migrants, and who is having a right for political membership. However, if we focus 

on the fact that citizenship is allocated by the arbitrary circumstances of birth, and 

therefore, privileges are only passed on within wealthy states, we have to question 

the exclusion of aliens (Shachar 2009). Shachar´s book offers solutions to all of the 

 
1 Shachar (2009, 42) wants to maintain the concept of citizenship, because for her it is an 

important principle to assure safety, continuity and identity for citizens.  
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questions and obstacles mentioned above, which makes her theory on citizenship 

and global justice worthwhile to analyse in more depth.  

In Shachar´s perspective modern citizenship is treated as inherited property, 

which is automatically transferred to the next generation without further 

contribution. In the same vein, Shachar criticises the inherited character of birthright 

citizenship as a mechanism of exclusion, perpetuating privileges of members of a 

political community through the birthright regime. If one believes in the equal moral 

worth of human beings, this clearly represents a contradiction. To put it more simply, 

without any distribution of privileges, the current birthright regime maintains 

inequality through the exclusive mechanism of allocating citizenship. With this 

argument, Shachar reveals a core injustice that needs rethinking and alternative 

concepts. As a result, she formulates the Birthright Privilege Levy2, a tax on privileged 

citizenship at the global level, “addressing the severe inequalities of starting points” 

(Shachar 2009, 24). For her, this is an appropriate answer to the different worth of 

current citizenships worldwide. The logic behind the tax is based on the guaranteed 

fulfilment of basic needs for citizens in wealthy countries, thus, they should pay a 

certain amount for every child they grant citizenship upon birth. Consequently, the 

Birthright Privilege Levy is a theoretical tool to distribute resources worldwide and 

accordingly, to reduce global inequalities. At the theoretical level, her levy has some 

strength; however, this paper will focus on its weaknesses, as Shachar´s conception 

of such a tax might ignore important implications and causes of modern injustices, 

which have shaped our world.  

To this end, this paper will first criticise the logic of Shachar´s Birthright 

Privilege Levy by analysing (1) the political inequality between states, and (2) the 

factual influence of the levy in a capitalist world order. In a second step, it is also 

important to analyse if her concept is feasible by focussing on (3) the viability of the 

levy. 

 (1) First of all, the merely economic rationale of Shachar´s concept is 

problematic. There exist not only economic inequalities between states, but also 

political ones, which can take the form of unequal access to certain rights and the 

non-existence of certain freedoms. In this way, it is also important to equally 

 
2 The tax basically works like that: there is a ranked list of countries (e.g. UN Human 

Development Index) and the first in the list (e.g. Norway) would need to pay a certain amount 

to the last on the list (e.g. Central African Republic) and so on, for every child born in the 

country, and accordingly, to whom they grant citizenship. 
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distribute political rights on a global scale (Bauböck 2011b). The Birthright Privilege 

Levy, with its solely focus on the distribution of material resources, does not offer 

such mechanisms. Without a concept that likewise distributes political rights, parallel 

to economic well-being, her approach remains underdeveloped. 

 (2) Another essential logical flaw of the Birthright Privilege Levy is its 

blindness to the capitalist world system. Namely, it is of great importance to not only 

criticise the effects of global inequalities, but also to analyse its causes. In this light, 

Capitalism creates dramatic inequalities on a global scale (Altvater 2006). One crucial 

example of these inequalities is a growing economic gap, in which the top 1% richest 

individuals in the world captured twice as much growth as the bottom 50% 

individuals (World Inequality Lab 2018, 13). In turn, global inequalities in the 

economic realm might create a different worth of citizenship between powerful 

wealthy states and marginalized poor states (Romero & Margolis 2005). Eventually, 

the different worth of citizenship is “only” a symptom of the inequalities created by 

capitalism. Even an entire change of the citizenship regime might not resolve the 

inequalities created by capitalism. Moreover, with regard to the ideology of 

capitalism, inequality is an essential part of our market-based political system 

(Buchanan 1975; Hayek 1979).3 Thus, equality is not a conceptual part of capitalist 

theories, as for these theories, inequality is a result of the natural equilibrium 

between individuals. Therefore, in such a world system, it might not be possible to 

ensure equal starting points in life, as Shachar tries to achieve with her levy. 

Subsequently, this paper assumes that a mere global distribution of resources, 

according to a Birthright Privilege Levy, is not an effective means to reduce 

inequalities in a capitalist world. Inequalities will always remain. With this 

assumption in mind, the only solution to effectively reduce global inequalities is 

either deconstructing the capitalist world order, or, the reinforcement of 

international migration. Shachar might object that the deconstruction of capitalism 

is an utopian idea, nonetheless, her levy is also an utopian approach. In this way, it 

is more a methodical question, whether to keep realistic when facing a system of 

inequality, or proposing utopian claims for the deconstruction of it (Abraham 2011; 

Bosniak 2011). Either way, there is no appropriate different framework to global 

capitalist that proved to be a real alternative. In any case, international migration 

 
3 Developing countries are in a very vulnerable position, if the grant of credits and debt traps 

lead to further political and economic undermining of these countries, and therefore, to 

increasing poverty (Luedtke & Strutynski 2009, Butterwegge et al. 2008). 
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can enable individuals, although living in a capitalist world system, to reach centres 

of capital in the search for profits, which are not available in their home countries 

(Goodin 1992). Notwithstanding, to reduce global inequalities through international 

migration, open borders are an important condition. This paper will further 

elaborate on this dilemma in chapter 4. In conclusion, a deeper analysis of the causes 

of global imbalances is inevitable to conceptualise appropriate approaches in the 

fight against inequality. Shachar analyses global injustice, but she is not elaborating 

on how capitalism is producing global inequalities, being decisively responsible for 

the non-fulfilment of basic needs for the majority of the world population.  

(3) Besides the logical weaknesses of Shachar´s concept, it is also 

questionable if her levy has a realistic chance to be implemented. In the end, the 

Birthright Privilege Levy represents a substantial change in the global distribution 

regime, as wealthy states would be obliged to pay the mentioned tax for privileged 

citizenship. On this account, what should motivate states to pay this levy? Paying the 

tax implies, that wealthy states will recognise that their allocation of citizenship is an 

essential element in the intensification of global inequalities.4 This represents an 

assumed conclusion, which is questionable. Especially, if there is no further evidence 

for a correlation between global poverty and the allocation of citizenship. In 

addition, Shachar introduces her levy concept addendum to the current birthright 

regime. Under these circumstances, it is difficult to understand how states would not 

stick to the status quo of birthright, including all the values connected to it, which 

Shachar deeply criticises in her work (Haywars 2011). The analysis demonstrates that 

there might be fundamental concerns raised against the levy, which might prevent 

the implementation of Shachar´s concept. 

 

2.  Ius Nexi as a new concept for political membership  

 

Another important aspect of injustice, within the framework of birthright, is 

the allocation of citizenship at the local level. Thus, Shachar demonstrates that the 

birthright mechanisms of Ius Soli (right of soil) and Ius Sanguinis5 (right of blood) 

 
4 The statements from the UN Development Program show how easy it is for these states to 

point on other reasons for global inequality, e.g. bad governance and corruption in poor 

countries (UNDP 2000). 
5 Ius soli originates in medieval times and Ius Sanguinis in the Roman Empire, which shows 

the very ancient character of these principles, still prevailing in modern times. 



                      
Marvin JAMMERMANN 

JIMS – Volume 14, number 1, 2020 

 

156 
 

produce over- and underinclusion. Overinclusion includes people into the polity, who 

have no real connection to a certain state, while underinclusion excludes members 

of a society, who might live their entire live in a certain state. Shachar concludes that 

access to citizenship should be dependent on functional and pragmatic factors, and 

not on formal criteria like the fortune of birth, as Ius Soli and Ius Sanguinis applies. 

Therefore, she conceptualises a new principle for the allocation of citizenship, Ius 

Nexi, which should prevent over- and underinclusion, while preserving the political 

and social significance of citizenship. Ius Nexi describes an inclusive mechanism for 

the allocation of citizenship and is based on real and genuine ties with the political 

community, since “the genuine connection of the person to the polity [counts] as a 

valid and relevant basis for membership allocation“ (Shachar 2009, 167). In other 

words, Ius Nexi suggests that the entitlement for membership results in the social 

behaviour of individuals. The longer individuals live in a certain society, the stronger 

the social connection to the society, and in turn, the stronger the claim for political 

membership. Correspondingly, Ius Nexi represents a considerable alternative for the 

allocation of citizenship; nevertheless, it is of great importance to consider who 

might profit from such a change of the citizenship regime. Again, this paper will focus 

its analyses on three main criticisms on Shachar´s idea of an Ius Nexi: (1) its unclear 

criteria (2) Ius Nexi as complementary to the birthright regime, and (3) the question 

of who will benefit from the proposed approach. 

(1) Real and genuine ties should determine who is having a legitimate right 

for political membership, but what are the criteria for real and genuine ties? After 

all, states are sovereign and decide who they grant entrance, and who they want to 

exclude (Walzer 1985). So, they will also decide the criteria for Ius Nexi. In that case, 

there might be situations “in which state officials regularly scrutinize intimate 

relationships“ (Shachar 2009, 156). Shachar does not further define “genuine links”, 

which leaves space for state authorities to establish morally questionable definitions 

to determine individual’s social connection to a society (Nyers 2011; Junn 2011; Song 

2011). In the end, political debates on the criteria of social membership might lead 

to the exact situation, Shachar criticises; in which people are excluded “whose lives 

have been greatly shaped by the coercive policies of a wealthy nation but who are 

not direct participants in its everyday domestic life” (Smith 2011, 15). In contrast, a 

generous interpretation of Ius Nexi might lead to an extreme openness of societies, 

as everybody who can show any connection to a country, might have a legitimate 

right to claim political membership. What are the limits of Ius Nexi? Does the concept 
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have limits at all? Obviously, the conceptual design of Ius Nexi leaves a lot of open 

questions.   

(2) Shachar offers her concept Ius Nexi as a complementary approach next 

to Ius Soli and Ius Sanguinis (2009, 112). This leads to the inconsistent situation in 

which birthright citizenship would remain with all its negative consequences 

(Bauböck 2011b). Shachar´s goal is to denounce the extensive global impacts of the 

allocation of citizenship by birth, and to expose its natural character. Accordingly, it 

is not clear how she can still fulfil her goal, to end the circle of inherited privileges in 

wealthy states, while retaining Ius Soli and Ius Sanguinis. As a consequence, inherited 

privileges might even appear more natural to individuals, since their transfer would 

still dominate the status quo of the citizenship regime. Finally, it is questionable if 

Shachar can fulfil her goal to change the birthright regime when conceiving Ius Nexi 

in addition to birthright citizenship. 

(3) Most importantly, Shachar underlines quite strikingly that ours is a world 

shaped by global injustices, which have led to the impoverishment of the majority of 

the world population, and to dramatic differences of life chances. She formulates 

both of her concepts, the Birthright Privilege Levy and Ius Nexi, to reduce global 

inequalities. Nevertheless, with her focus on justice and equality, it is of great 

importance to ask: who would benefit from Ius Nexi? With view on Shachar´s 

predominant focus on unequal life chances, one might expect that similar to the 

Birthright Privilege Levy, Ius Nexi should improve the situation of those individuals, 

who are most negatively affected by the birthright lottery. However, this does not 

seem to be the case, since it is doubtful that those individuals, who lack financial 

resources, and living in harsh economic and politic conditions, have the capacity to 

migrate to another state. Only through migration, they can establish social 

connection to a new state and ultimately profit from Ius Nexi. Clearly, for the 

mentioned group of persons, there are no real legal options to migrate to wealthy 

states. In Carens words “borders have guards and the guards have guns“ (1987, 251). 

In the present time, migrants need to pay vast sums to human traffickers, who 

smuggle them illegally into the destination country. For the world´s poorest, this is 

absolutely no option, since they do not have sufficient financial resources to pay 

human traffickers (Bader 2005; Bauböck 2011a). Under these circumstances, 

individuals who suffer most from the birthright lottery are the ones who do not gain 

from Ius Nexi at all. So, who would actually benefit from Shachar´s novel concept? 

It seems like Ius Nexi would be a blessing “for mobile diasporic elites who 
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travel, have or specialize in cultural capital, and can afford multiple residences or 

otherwise enjoy a Gold Card as much as a Green Card” (Abraham 2011, 8). Surely, 

Shachar did not designed Ius Nexi for the global elite, yet, without offering a 

perspective how the world´s most vulnerable can benefit from it, she misses her 

objective to change the dramatic situation of the majority of the world population. 

Saying this, Shachar´s previously praised synthesis between theories of political 

membership and global inequalities clearly fades.  

It might be objected that this critique misinterprets the aim of Ius Nexi, to 

overcome the negative effect of birthright at the local level.6 However, it is highly 

relevant to consider who might benefit from a change of status quo. In addition, 

Shachar´s distinction between global (Birthright Privilege Levy) and local (Ius Nexi) 

level might not be plausible and leads to the question, whether we can actually 

distinct both levels that strictly. Same applies to her two concepts: How are they 

connected and how do they interrelate? 

 

3. Missing connection between Birthright Privilege Levy and Ius Nexi 

 

As mentioned above, Shachar´s work is methodologically split into two parts, 

in order to introduce her two different concepts as solutions for the Birthright 

Lottery. Correspondingly, she examines problems of distributive justice and 

problems of political mechanisms of allocating citizenship separately „to reduce the 

significance of membership in a territorially bounded community in order to address 

the former, and to change how access to membership is regulated in order to 

address the latter” (Haywars 2011, 8). Nevertheless, with such a division, the 

relationship between the two concepts remains unclear, especially as Shachar 

dedicates no space for the connection of both concepts in her book. When further 

analysing her work, the impression arises that Shachar establishes an “either-or” 

option, to formulate an “introduction of birthright privilege levies or declining 

membership entitlements” (Shachar 2009, 93). This implies the author orders 

dilemmas of distributive justice and the regulation of citizenship into two different 

fields. Shachar confirms these assumptions when explaining “if affluent political 

communities wish to continue to bestow membership according to birthright […] 

 
6 Shachar, by purpose, divides her concepts on local and global level, nevertheless, both levels 

overlap and it is not clear why a strict division should be an advantage, since Shachar quite 

strikingly reveals the global consequences of the local allocation of citizenship.  
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they must accept a corresponding obligation“ (Shachar 2009, 15). To put it in another 

way, this means, if states introduce a new mechanism to allocate citizenship, e.g. Ius 

Nexi, they are no longer accountable for the intensification of injustices created by 

the birthright lottery. Hence, the obligation for states to distribute resources on 

grounds of the impacts of the birthright regime would vanish.7 Consequently, her 

argument for the Birthright Privilege Levy would lose strength, and therefore, 

political persuasiveness. Thus, designing the Birthright Privilege Levy and Ius Nexi 

isolated from each other leads to essential problems, which the paper will outline in 

two scenarios below.  

First, if the Birthright Privilege Levy would be solely implemented, people 

might have the chance to fulfil their basic needs. Appropriately, Shachar´s aim to 

guarantee equal starting points in life worldwide would be more or less complied.8 

However, as argued previously, in a capitalist world system immense global 

inequalities might still remain. In such a world of continuing inequality, people would 

have limited chance to increase their perspectives in life. Without the option to 

increase social, political or economic perspectives in life, it is hard to see how this 

approach is actually increasing global equality. Migration would not represent a 

possible option, since it is costly in a world of closed borders and migrants might be 

excluded from political and social membership due to the prevailing birthright 

regime. 

Second, if Ius Nexi would be solely implemented, migration and the 

opportunity to gain political membership in another state would be possible only for 

individuals having the resources to make use of their freedom of movement. Even 

Shachar admits “those most in need in global terms of unequal opportunity are not 

the ones in a position to jumpstart the process of international migration“ (2009, 

132). Without an effective distribution of resources, global inequalities will remain, 

and might even be intensified due to the politico-economic system (Pogge 2011). In 

such a scenario, the inclusive character of Ius Nexi would encourage privileged 

individuals, who are already mobile. The poorest people in the world would not 

benefit and could still not fulfil their basic needs.  

 
7 Beyond the Birthright Privilege Levy, Shachar (2009, 106) supports a further distribution of 

resources in order to fight global inequality, however, states would not be obligated to do so 

when implementing Ius Nexi. 
8 Shachar´s approach aims to realise equal starting points in life worldwide as expression of 

global justice. For the introduction of her theory, this limited definition of global justice 

roughly represents the fulfilment of global equality (Shachar 2009, 24).    
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In summary, Shachar´s ideas only work together and, therefore, are closely 

interlinked and mutually dependent: Only if resources are effectively distributed on 

the global scale, individuals of all backgrounds can migrate and use an inclusive 

approach of granting citizenship, to become political members of a certain polity. 

Only if states implement an inclusive approach of allocating citizenship, individuals 

can migrate to gain political membership in a world of reduced inequalities. In 

conclusion, only if we see the distribution of resources and new forms of citizenship 

together, it is possible to find solutions to enhance global equality. Connecting both 

of Shachar´s concepts might be a pivotal part of such a solution. Yet, there is still a 

crucial weakness in Shachar´s theory left to discuss.  

Even if her theory would interlink both of her concepts, an essential problem 

still remains. She assumes that her Birthright Privilege Levy would roughly restore 

global equality. Ius Nexi, accordingly, might improve the allocation of citizenship and 

prevent over- and underinclusion. Be that as it may, with reference to the 

assumptions in chapter 1, sole material distributive tools might have an ineffective 

impact on global equality in a capitalist world system. In that event, instead of only 

distributing material resources, increased human mobility might be a suitable 

addition to reduce global inequality9. The opportunity to migrate, as an expression 

of people´s autonomy, might enable individuals to pursue their social, political or 

economic ambitions (Mezzadra 2011). Nonetheless, it could be objected that 

migration is no option to increase global inequality in a world of closed borders, as 

implied before, which leads to the final revision of Shachar´s theory. 

 

4. Global mobility as a precondition for Ius Nexi 

 

We are living in a world of relatively closed borders, in which states 

determine who they want to grant entrance to (Kukathas 2011). This indicates a 

considerable gap in Shachar´s conception of Ius Nexi. Individuals need to reach a 

country in the first place, in order to establish relevant social connection with a state. 

With view on existing border regimes, it is dubious how individuals should fulfil the 

criteria for Ius Nexi in a world of relatively closed borders. There is a human right to 

exit a country, unfortunately, there is no corresponding right to enter a country (Cole 

 
9 Migration is no panacea for development and global equality. However, international 

migration has the potential to positively contribute to these factors, as remittance flows in 2019 

represented three times the amount of development aid (World Bank 2019, xvii).     
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2006). Therefore, global mobility is a precondition for Ius Nexi. The restriction of 

mobility constructs a global inequality in itself, on which Shachar keeps widely 

silent10. Indeed, the allocation of citizenship by birth distributes privileges globally 

unequal; nonetheless, the restriction of mobility can be used to perpetuate privileges 

by excluding outsiders. Thus, not having the chance to increase opportunities 

through migration represents an essential inequality (Carens 2016, 222.). Shachar 

underlines the risks of open-admission policies as “many more people, including 

those now discouraged by legal restrictions or the risks of unlawful crossing, might 

choose to improve their situation through immigration” (Shachar 2009, 83). Despite 

the fact that completely open borders might lead to serious risks for societies, the 

conception of Ius Nexi depicts a contradiction, if not introduced with a coherent 

approach of relatively open borders. 

To recap, Shachar´s theory should be revised as follows:  

1. The proposed Birthright Privilege Levy, besides distributing material 

resources, should also include additional means (e.g. international migration) to 

enhance global equality more efficiently.  

2. Ius Nexi can only be coherently implemented in a world with relatively 

open borders. 

3. Both concepts are inherently dependent and only work together. 

In this light, there are still unresolved issues that cannot be discussed in this 

paper. Especially, questions on how to increase global equality in a capitalist world 

system and how to enhance more open borders need further analysis. In any way, 

to make a world of more open borders feasible, it is important to stress the 

advantages, and to invalidate the main counterarguments of this scenario. Besides 

the diverse economic benefits of more international migration (Legrain 2007), it is 

often stressed that an open borders policy and, thus, a dramatic increase of 

international migration would jeopardise the maintenance of public order. However 

much this reflects a serious danger for societies, if global equality is enhanced 

through a revised and interlinked implementation of Shachar´s concepts, the 

pressure to migrate out of economic reasons might significantly reduce in a world of 

diminished inequality. In that case, the main argument against relatively open 

borders would lose ground. Furthermore, there is enriching literature arguing that 

 
10 She admits that “the final decision concerning acceptance or rejection of one’s admission 

petition occurs at the point of entry, the border itself“ (Shachar 2009, 129), without 

contextualising this remark in a wider context as necessary preconditions for Ius Nexi. 
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immigration controls are representing injustices in its own right (Hidalgo 2019). Of 

course, there are more concerns against open borders, including questions of 

territorial integrity and cultural identity, which need further revision. Ultimately, 

more open borders and increased opportunities for international migration could 

resolve the inconsistences of Shachar´s concepts, and might restore her strived 

balance between political membership and global justice. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The aim of this paper was to critically engage with Shachars´s theory. The 

Birthright Lottery successfully changes the focal point of the discourse on citizenship 

and global justice by demonstrating the striking connection that exists between the 

bestowal of citizenship upon birth and global inequalities. At first glance, both of her 

concepts meet this ambition. A closer look, however, revealed gaps in the 

conceptualisation of her approaches. In spite of the fact that receiving citizenship 

binds people to a corresponding state, this mechanism itself does not create global 

inequalities. Rather, this paper argued, it is the nature of capitalism that causes 

inequalities, which, in turn, constitute the basis for global injustice. The Birthright 

Privilege Levy, which is supposed to distribute merely material resources, might have 

limited impact on the decrease of global inequalities in a capitalist world. This paper 

also argued that, alongside global distribution of resources, increased opportunities 

for international migration might represent a relevant tool to reduce inequality in a 

capitalist world. Moreover, Ius Nexi only makes sense if implemented in a world of 

relatively open borders, in which people have the chance and resources to migrate. 

Only a combination and extension of the Birthright Privilege Levy and Ius Nexi could 

establish a true synthesis of global justice and political membership, thus solving the 

dilemmas of the birthright lottery. Such an extension of Shachar´s concepts would 

require further research. On this account, it would be interesting to work on a 

possible answer, how to effectively distribute resources in a capitalist system. I 

suppose the only resources in this manner might be nonmaterial ones. Indeed, such 

a distribution should improve education and science, and hence effectively fight 

poverty (Herfkens 2002). In this respect, it is also worth mentioning that remittances, 

although mainly distributing material resources, might increase development and 

perspectives on a global scale (Zotova & Cohen 2016). Additionally, further research 

on Ius Nexi and how to achieve a world with relatively open borders would be 
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valuable. Studying the impact of an inclusive mechanism of granting citizenship on 

societies might also be beneficial (Kabeer & Gaventa 2005), especially when focused 

on the transformative potential of changing values in societies (Lister 2007).  

In conclusion, an enhancement and unification of the academic debate on 

migration, membership and justice is essential to generate new and fresh answers 

to current and urgent problems. Only with such an uniting approach can migration 

restore human mobility – understood as an expression of people´s autonomy – in a 

world of relatively open borders. To this end, Shachar´s work offers original starting 

points for achieving a world defined by free mobility, in which, at the same time, 

global justice prevails. 
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Jennifer A. Jones, The Browning of the New South, Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 2019,  ISBN-13: 978-0-226-60098-7, 300 p. 

 

 

Review by Cristina MATIUTA 

 

 

Researching how immigrants adopt and adjust to a new cultural 

environment is a fertile ground for immigration and race scholars. If we refer to the 

United States, studies on immigration have traditionally focused on several key 

states and urban centers, which no longer paint the whole picture. Perhaps the main 

merit of the book briefly reviewed here, The Browning of the New South, written by 

Jennifer A. Jones, assistant professor of sociology at University of Illinois, is revealing, 

with ethnographic lens, the changing of social relations and racial identities in the 

southern city of Winston-Salem, North Carolina. Like other cities in the Southeast 

America, Winston-Salem has changed fast in the last decades, moving from a nearly 

perfectly biracial middle-class town of blacks and withes, to a tri-racial city, of blacks, 

whites and Latinos. According to statistical data, Latinos are now the largest minority 

group in the United States and more than half of foreign-born growth in the US 

population between the 1990s and early 2000s was Latino. Therefore, their role in 

shaping issues such as electoral politics, immigration policy and generational change 

is transforming the social landscape. 

This book, as the author mentions from the beginning, tells “…the story of 

the contemporary Winston-Salem, through the eyes of its new Latino residents. It 

has been tumultuous. They have been welcomed, un-welcomed, and then partially 

re-welcomed, in a relatively short period….The contributions of this book are at least 

two-fold. First, it uncovers solidarity between Latino immigrants and African 

Americans based in common experiences of racialization that fly in the face of 

standing theory. Second, it helps pinpoint the formal mechanisms and informal 

interactions that engender this positive, collaborative, two-way relationship” (p. 5). 
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The book is based on a solid empirical analysis, in which interviews and 

ethnographic data are examined in tandem. It was built from the ground up, 

informed most broadly by community level, in an effort to link institutional 

relationships to the mechanisms that shape neighbor-to-neighbor relations. It also 

examines the role of church spaces as key locations of race-making and political 

activism. Doing dozens of interviews with black, white and Latino community 

members, the author asked participants to reflect extensively on the experiences of 

newcomers and on immigration and race relations in their communities over time, 

perspective that helped in developing a holistic outlook of community perceptions 

and views on integration.  

The book opens with a historical overview of the economy and race relations 

in Winston-Salem (Chapter 2- “Open Doors: Race and Immigration in the Twenty 

Century”), focusing on large-scale economic and demographic change through the 

region in in the 1990s. We find out from this chapter that, if at the end of 1990s 

Latino immigrants believed that Winston-Salem provided the context for their social 

integration and economic mobility, in the coming years the economic changes (the 

economy was no longer expanding and it could not absorb new workers or provide 

opportunities to move up) together with the political ones (a new set of immigration 

reform policies, proposed in 2004, put the issue of immigration back on the national 

agenda) altered this perspective. As the author points out, “by 2006, Mexican and 

other Latinos in Winston-Salem would not suffer discrimination as a result of simply 

being undocumented. Rather, they began to experience a new status: unwelcomed” 

(p. 65). 

The chapter 3 (“Closed Gates: The Rise of Local Enforcement”) examines this 

shift in public opinion, shaped by legal changes (legislation that denied access to 

state identification and driver’s licenses to undocumented immigrants), municipal 

actors and local bureaucrats. It explores what the author calls “reverse incorporation, 

in which Latino immigrants who had previously been welcomed were abruptly 

denied access to both structural resources and welcoming attitudes, underscoring 

the significant damage it did to Mexicans’ prospects for upward mobility”. The next 

chapter (“Racializing Mexicans: New Latinos”) explores the ways in which Latino 

immigrants came to understand their identities as racialized and the importance of 

that shift both for their understanding of themselves as Latinos and for their 

relations with blacks and whites in town. Because Mexicans were aware of the 

discrimination faced by blacks in the region and saw their interaction with blacks and 
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whites were divergent, they interpreted their discrimination experiences as akin to 

those of blacks. As one of the interviewees states, “because African Americans have 

suffered in a sense…. I believe they identify more with us, because they also lived in 

a situation like us” (p. 100). The intergroup relations between Mexican and African 

Americans in Winston-Salem are observed also in the fifth chapter (“Making 

Minorities: The African American Embrace and Minority Linked Fate”). The chapter 

explores how African Americans, as a reference group as well as a peer group, are 

engaging in the process of reinforcing the new sense of Latinidad among Winston-

Salem’s Mexicans and producing a strong sense of “minority linked fate”. Chapter 6 

(“The New South: New Minority Coalitions and White Retrenchment”) turns to a 

broader political landscape, the author applying the patterns observed in Winston-

Salem to other sites throughout the region that have experienced similar significant 

shifts in demographics, economics and local immigration enforcement. The social 

relations between blacks and Latinos around the country, especially in large and 

medium size cities, are increasingly looking like conditions in Winston-Salem, with 

similar trajectories of welcoming and closure, alongside increasing support from 

black activists and political leaders, as well as increased Latino racialization.  

The concluding chapter of the book (“Making Race: Conflict and Color Lines”) 

highlights how contextual change spurs the racial identity re-formation. Race will 

likely persist as an essential category that structures social relations, but the 

experiences and practices of groups will not remain static over time. The findings in 

this book indicate that Latinos, particularly Mexicans, are increasingly likely to 

experience and perceive discrimination in way that racializes them as minority. As 

withes continue to decline demographically, the voice of those experiences a sense 

of racial threat are likely to grow louder, undermining efforts to build positive 

relations between whites and racial minorities and providing legitimate motivations 

for interminority coalitions (p. 193). Thus, building up from the local, examining local 

and regional patterns and shifts, this study is a very useful tool for understanding the 

cross-ethnic coalitions and for predicting how race and race relations may change 

across the United States and across the twenty-first century. 
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Msia Kibona Clark, Phiwokuhle Mnyandu and Loy L. Azalia, Pan African 

Spaces, Essays on Black Transnationalism, Lexington Books, Lanham, 

2019, ISBN 978-1-4985-8192-9, 322 pages 

 

 
Review by Simona FER 

 

 

This collection of studies, organized into seven sections, with 26 studies of 

contributors from all over the world, provides details and experiences of being 

bicultural, so different from experiences of being biracial or a second-generation 

immigrant. The book analyzes Black identity from multiple perspectives, presenting 

impressive genuine life stories written by the contributors themselves. Each of the 

essays arises from remarkable personal viewpoints, focused on bicultural 

African/Black experiences. As the book editors mention, for many bicultural Blacks, 

the moving between identities and the integration of those identities has produced 

many ways in which people identify themselves. Since 1999 a great number of 

people of African descent have found themselves in multiple Black cultural spaces, 

documented stories being provided by social media, besides other official or 

authentic documents. Some of these stories present evidence of tensions between 

African Americans, African immigrants, Black South Africans and migrants from other 

parts of Africa. All this situation generates problematic relationships in the 

economics, education and geographical areas. 

The book uses a Pan African lens to examine the meaning of being Black or 

African, and in this respect the editors explain that this supposes to inhabit Black or 

African racial identity, but to inhabit multiple Black or African cultural identities as 

well. In the introduction we are presented three sections providing an overview of 

Black migration in three regions and countries: The United States, Europe and South 

Africa.  

The United States section offers personal stories of the multiple experiences 

of being Black in America, second-generation Caribbean and African migrants in 

America, second-generation migrants with parents from different countries and 

individuals with parents from the Diaspora and Africa. Therefore, a complex way to 
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conceive and understand Black identity in America. 

As concerns the Europe section, the editors explain that European countries 

continued to maintain postcolonial power and control over their former colonies, 

with many countries imposing strict immigration laws and Black Europeans fought 

to dismantle racist ideologies. The majority of Black migration to Europe falls into a 

few categories, but most of Black people migrating as part of the colonial 

experiences. The other three categories include Africans emigrating to Europe as 

refugees, labor migrants and as students, approximately 1.8 million Black Caribbean 

and Black Africans living in the UK. Out of the 60 million people living in France, about 

2.5 million are Black. In Germany there live about 168,000 Sub-Saharan Africans, in 

Italy around 200,000 Black people and about 150,000 African immigrants in Portugal 

(p.14). 

Black Europeans have endured physical attacks, verbal assault, police 

brutality and discrimination for the color of their skin, but young Black people living 

in Europe have been taking up the task of changing perceptions of Blackness in 

Europe, by using different digital platforms such as blogs and social media. In this 

way, they have created communities around these platforms, sharing their 

experiences all over Europe.  

In order to add a wider complexity to the book, the editors also mention and 

debate the migration into South Africa from other parts of the continent. A Black 

person on the continent of Africa is not born an ”African citizen” as such, but an 

African who is a citizen of, for instance Tanzania or Nigeria, or any other member-

country of the African Union (p.17). It was in 1994 when every South African, 

including Black-African citizens, voted in one election for the first time, when 

liberation came. Apartheid (the system of racial separation to strict strata in all areas: 

economic, political, academic and all other privileges) classified South Africans into 

four groups according to the relative privilege they enjoyed: Europeans, Coloreds 

(mixed race), Indians and Africans. But the post-apartheid era saw the emergence of 

a two-tiered classification: White and Black South Africans.  

The contributors hope is to find a way by which engagement may take place 

that does not seek an imposition of choice in culture, but an embrace of its potential 

to help Africans better understood themselves and be understood by the world.  

Section 1 deals with the issue of Changing the Paradigms on Migration and 

Immigration in the African Diaspora. Speaking about Afropolitanism, Nenelwa Tomi 

outlines that social media has helped Black youth find a space where they can drive 
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conversations and examinations about what it means to be black. The author also 

mentions that Black people create unifying spaces that they want to be part of, 

where individuality is welcomed and celebrated and does not have to juxtapose itself 

to a dominant culture (p. 26), and considers that Afropolitanism and its proponents 

have done insufficient work to mobilize Blacks (p. 28).  

Tolulope F.Odunsi, Esq, in her study related to the racism experience and 

racist treatment, reveals the increasing number of Black immigrants who are 

deported from the United States, at a much higher rate than immigrants from 

European, Asian and Middle Eastern countries. The author explains that, in 2002 

there were 8,921 total deportations of Black immigrants, whereas there were only 

3,090 total deportations for Whites and 4,317 total deportations for Asians and 

Middle Easterners (p. 32). The author also states that Black people face challenges 

that can include the stigma associated with speaking with a foreign accent, the stress 

of being in a new environment and an unfamiliar culture and the difficulty of 

developing supportive relationships within the education system, the conclusion 

being that Black immigrants and Black Americans experience racism in the United 

States similarly. 

Section 2 approaches The Perspectives on Black Transnationalism and 

Identity Formation, from personal experiences points of view, giving a complete 

overview of life moments and happenings, privileges and responsibilities lived by the 

authors themselves. They sadly recount events closely related to their families and 

home countries. Carolina Nve Diaz San Francisco, one of the book contributors, 

encountered inquires about her identity, Spanish or African, while people were 

gazing at her skin: ”Are you Spanish?” Consequently she had to justify her existence, 

answering back: ”Yes, my mother is Spanish, and my father is from Equatorial 

Guinea. I was born in Salamanca. You know, my father migrated...then he met my 

mother” (p. 55). Therefore, she explains she could see obvious physical differences 

among people. She was the only dark skinned person in her city and discussions 

based on ”black skin” were out of context, considering her case was invisible. But in 

Madrid things were slightly different, because there exists black population. It is a 

sensitive and moving life story in which years have passed, but she can smile now 

and she is satisfied that she is able to perceive herself differently, her life having 

changed for better. 

Section 3 provides an overview of Crioulo Culture and Pidgin Music: 

American Experiences and West African Identities, the studies pointing out personal 
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experiences and development within communities where the contributors note in 

their studies the way they had to understand their identities and to accept and 

recognize the two cultures, the native’s and the immigrant’s. In Nana Afua Y. 

Brantuo’s study, very suggestively titled Music of My Flesh, we read about the joy 

and happiness the African music provides, functioning as an essential medium for 

understanding and affirming the complexity of author’s multinational, multiethnic 

West African identity. Nana concludes that African music, for the children of the 

Diaspora, is essential to their cultural retention and survival, and used for 

celebrations of life, African music serves as teacher, archive, healer, weapon and tool 

as they enter new lands and integrate into new societies (p. 109). 

Section 4 comprises studies on Diverse Identities and Representations 

among second-generation Ethiopian Migrants in America, where readers will be 

delighted to navigate, alongside the authors, authentic childhood memories with 

positive or negative aspects of being Black. Overcoming different unpleasant 

situations, Yelena Bailey, a contributor to the section mentioned above, wonders 

what will happen with the forms of anti-Blackness, with the future of Black identity 

and social engagement: Will it fracture the Black community even further? But, as 

an educator, she hopes that others like her will look back and realize that her story 

is not a new one. Black people in America have continually negotiated their identities 

and belonging while simultaneously embracing a sense of community (p. 134). 

The editors titled Section 5 Class and Citizenship: African American and 

African Migrant Experiences in South Africa, and not by chance,  but because we will 

discover again, as in the previous sections, living experiences and life trajectories as 

African migrants, genuinely described buy four of the book contributors. Gabriel 

Peoples. in a touching story On Being African...American, tells that his culture and 

body as an African...American unfortunately too often only gains value when it 

becomes iconic, and regardless, it remains illegible to those who do not embody it. 

The author also emphasizes he encounters a wall, a barrier of understanding 

between those like him who live in a break and those who do not refuse to 

acknowledge that they too live in an incoherent space between coherent homes that 

they refer to as their cultural identity. He also stresses that this wall allows them to 

look at the same fact, but arrive at different conclusions or truths (p. 157). 

For Sayuni Brown, a contributor born in Uganda, but South African too, 

painful memories remain over time, acknowledging that Black South Africans cannot 

understand that she is able to project the correct cultural norms when dealing with 
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each cultural group and that she does not have dual identities or move between 

them, because she is with different cultures and understandings, being culturally 

fluid (p.161). Eugene M. Bope provides a historical overview of international 

migration and the diversity of migrants in South Africa, describing relations of Black 

African migrants among different groups and their relations with Black South 

Africans. The contributor also explains the importance of maintaining the home 

languages when a migrant leaves the country of origin and settles in a new country. 

When migrants relocate in their new countries, the first waves of migrants usually 

bring their cultural identity with them, maintain their home languages and also tend 

to learn the relevant languages of the host country. Therefore, the second part of 

the study is dedicated to the migration effects on the language repertoires of 

Congolese migrants in South Africa, the third part approaches the importance to 

retain a Congolese identity in South Africa and the last part of the study analyzes the 

maintenance and the loss of Congolese languages in South Africa.  

The 6th Section presents Two Interesting Diasporas: Caribbean and African 

American Communities in America, where four documented and detailed studies 

highlight Afro-Caribbean experiences from bicultural perspective (Shelvia English, 

Dayne Hutchinson and Kat J. Stephens), the meaning of Blackness 

(Cassandra”Dr.Cass” J. St.Vil), racial and ethnic identity of Haitian Americans in 

Chicago (Courtney Pierre Joseph) and about being Afro-Trinidadian in the United 

States (Keisha V. Thompson). We will distinguish different approaches related to the 

study of the African diaspora and immigrant assimilation processes, the diasporic 

experience involving the constant interaction between the homeland and the 

hostland. Some findings assert that Afro-Caribbeans are able to separate their ethnic 

identities based on situational contexts and audiences, particularly when it might be 

most beneficial for them. In some instances, Afro-Caribbeans place a significant 

amount of value on the maintenance of their language (dialects) and accents when 

negotiating their adaptation to their US environments. Although their adoption of a 

racial identity is likely to increase over time, Afro-Caribbeans are still able to maintain 

a strong ethnic identity (p. 201). 

Dr. Cass, clearly states, in her study, The Meaning of Blackness, that 

Blackness does not belong to one particular country or continent, practice or 

language. It is not solely athleticism or genre of music. To her, Blackness means the 

wealth of diversity that the Black socio-political group holds and the opportunity to 

share this richness with the world.  
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Courtney Pierre Joseph’s study explores the experiences of Haitian 

Americans in Chicago for a better understanding of the process of Black bicultural 

identity formation. The author concludes that Haitian Americans built their own 

identity via a difficult multi-step process: a rejection of Haitian identity and an 

exploration of American identity. By connecting both influences, Haitian and 

American, in a constant conversation, these individuals redefine the boundaries of 

African American identity and highlight the various ethnic cultures that make up 

modern day Blackness in the United States. 

Keisha V. Thomson evokes her grandmother’s words: ”Always remember 

Black is beautiful”, which are moreover embodied in the title of her study. These 

words were told to her one night when her family gathered to wish them farewell 

before leaving Trinidad and Tobago for the United States. Since then she has been 

taking her grandmother’s words everywhere with her and acknowledges now that 

the most powerful tool is the ability to learn the nuances of a culture, while still 

maintaining her strength and identity. Her bicultural Blackness is complex, it is 

storied, it is resilient and it is beautiful. 

Section 7 analyzes The Relationships between Color and Race in Afro Latinx 

Identities, in five essays, reflecting the own experiences and their impact on the 

emotional development, social behavior, action tendencies and goals. Ryan Mann-

Hamilton confesses in his essay that although he presented an individual story, many 

share similar experiences that add to the complexity of the Black experience and that 

their identities are never complete: they are constantly expending. He also mentions 

that they arrive at these identities through different experiences, at different times 

and through varied locations. The contributor is certain that as long as they uncover 

their stories they will embrace a wider definition of the Black experience and the 

right ways to their dignity and smile (p. 254). Anthony Curtis Polanco shares the same 

struggle for discovering his identity and explains that his Afro-Latino identity was not 

an overnight process but a lifelong process that helped define the person he is. The 

author outlines that his struggle with identity helped him build his character, find his 

passion and contribute to the recognition of visibility of Afro-Latinos and all African 

descendants. 

Ariana A. Curtis is an anthropologist, contributor to this book and writes in 

her essay that her father is Panamanian, mother-African American and she feels 

balanced in her biculturalism. Over the years, people around her considered the 

author more Latina than African American, but she clearly explains she is always both 
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and she embraces the nuances of her positionalities on the continuum of African 

American and Latinx identity. She is the first curator of Latinx studies at the National 

Museum of African American History and Culture, where she feels empowered and 

valued precisely because of her expertise, sensitiveness and biculturalism. 

Therefore, her professional, academic and personal proficiencies align every day, 

irrespective of external ideations (p. 268) 

Krista L. Cortes analyzes, in a thorough interview, the boundaries of identity 

among Puerto Ricans in reference to their Blackness. The contributor mentions that 

Black is a visible characteristic, but she wonders about its visible iterations? What 

does it mean to be culturally Black and historically Black? Throughout the interviews 

participants oscillated between ”Black” or ”Blackness” and ”African” or 

”Africanness” as identity descriptors. Selections of interview data are analyzed to 

understand how self-identified Puerto Ricans living in California make sense of 

Black/ness and African/ness. Among the conclusions we may read that the 

interviewees highlighted the importance of the visual in the classification of people 

within the Puerto Rican community and what is visual becomes constituted in the 

ways that language and the body work together or against each other to create an 

image. The variety of the interview responses demonstrates a lot of perceptions and 

beliefs that exists among those who consider themselves Puerto Ricans. The 

contributor underlines that the existence of a racial hierarchy in America is 

unquestionable, for it exists and it matters. 

Briefly considering each study, we may conclude that their high quality and 

vibrant reflection can be easily noticed in their original traits, unique attitudes, 

instances and values, provided by the contributors. The strength of the Black 

tradition seems not to have given up. On the contrary, for many bicultural Blacks, 

moving and navigating between identities and the integration of those identities has 

produced multiple ways to discover themselves, widen their experiences and define 

their beliefs. 
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Marius Turda; Maria Sophia Quine - Historizing Race ( Ideea de rasă de 

la Iluminism la Donald Trump) Polirom, Iași, 2019; ISBN: 978-973-46-

7189-2, 244 pages 

 
Review by Irina POP 

 

 

1. Who are the authors of the book Historicizing Race. A Global History 

 

The Romanian version of Historicizing Race. A Global History (translated by 

Marius Hazapu), is issued in 2019, at the Printer House Polirom, Iași, under the title 

Istorie și rasism. Ideea de rasă de la Iluminism la Donald Trump.  

The author Marius Turda - according to the Publishing House’ presentation, 

- is an academic at University Brookes in Oxford. He got professionalized in the 

University of Bucharest (B.A. History); CEU (Budapest-in those times - M.A. in Race 

and Ethnicity), University of Oxford. He founded the Institute Cantemir at Oxford 

University, and after the founder of the Working Group on the History of Eugenics 

and Race (HRE), established in 2006. Between 2010 and 2014 he was Deputy 

Director, The Centre for Health, Medicine, and Society. He got an important 

experience in studying – in the archives - the literature on race, eugenics, and ethno-

policies in Central and Eastern Europe. He is a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society 

and Fellow of the Galton Institute.  

Sophia Maria Quine – according to the same sources - has been a senior 

lecturer in the European Modern History, at the College Queen Mary at the 

University of London. Currently, she is a fellow senior researcher in the institute lead 

by Marius Turda.  

 

2. What is the book about?   

 

As the title speaks up it is about the race, as it appeared in the various fields 

of research, from the factual history to biology.  

The book is dedicated to the public at large, not to the scholars, as the 
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authors announced. It likes to let the public know that the outdated (scientifically) 

and confusing idea of race is the most commonly used criterion of classification of 

human beings. And not only of classification but also of the unfair repartition of 

”prestige”, of stigma, of rights and benefices and so one. It deserves to be studied 

and revealed in its reality.   

The methodology of analyzing is an “interdisciplinary and integrative” one 

(p.5.) and the perspective is denying any parochial approach, trying to be global. 

 The book is organized in five main chapters, preceded by an Introduction, 

and finalized in a Conclusion. (The classical receipt for an academic content 

organization! It fully respects the Miller number - 7+/- 2 – in structuring the work.) 

The book’s Chapters – non sub-divided according to the Content   – are: 1: History, 

(meaning: the idea of race in the modern and contemporary factual history of 

humanity, history indebted to its intellectual traditions and ways of thinking on the 

Others, that emphasizes Our culture superiority vs. Others’ inferiority): 2. Culture 

(with the same meaning, but explored now in the field of culture); 3. Nation (on the 

relationship between the idea of race and that of nation in the same epochs); 4. 

Genealogies (on the idea of races in genealogies); 5. Sciences (on the idea of race in 

the positive sciences). Each chapter is proposed under a motto, some of them 

selected from the racist literature, the others from the literature that is apologizing 

the nations. To exemplify the tenet, let’s quote some Motto-s. Chapter 1. “We must 

admit that the human beings are divided into races. ” W. E. B. Du Bois ; Chapter 2. 

“Europe, you must have in mind, that you will master over nations”  Chapter 4. “The 

creators of the Aryan civilization were of the type of Uncle Sam, or to use the most 

adequate from an anthropological point of view, they were H[omo] Europaeus.”the 

authors that provided such Conclusion: “The race life is more large, deep, and rich 

that the life of any man, or men.”  Joseph P. Widney . 

The suggestion of the selections, operated by the authors, is that such ideas 

were “globally” embraced in the times when the WWI was ideologically prepared, in 

the minds of the future leaders in Europe and America.  

In the text, some subdivisions ease the reader's orientation in the chapter’s 

text. (It, in spite the public communication’ intentions announced, is an academic 

text with a lot of concepts involved; with an academic structure meant to explore 

systematically each part of the subject in its genuine connections – factual and 

theoretical; and with a difficult language. It also imposes a lecture with an eye on the 

Endnotes and Index, and some time with a request to refresh the reader’s knowledge 
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on the authors quoted. In brief, it is not a text for common people and public 

communication.).    

The instructive endnotes accompany each chapter, a useful Index of approx. 

500 terms are available and an extensive bibliography is also provided.  

It is quite impossible to discriminate which chapter /part is authored by who. 

(At least, the Romanian version does not indicate the parts’ author.)   

The Introduction is the methodological part of the book. It starts with some 

attempts in contouring the concept of race; exposing the results of the researches 

previously done; precising the universe of researches deplored by the authors 

(named explicitly as global); suggesting the aim and the expected effects of the 

research materialized in the text and in identifying the socio-political problem 

connected with the race. It describes to us the topic’s stages in the academic 

literature. Finally, it proposes a subdivision under the name Structure and 

Organization, where a summary is provided by the authors. 

One of the most consistent chapters of the book is Chapter III. Nation divided 

as : (Nation, an introductory part, not named by the authors); A secular religion (de 

facto, [Nationalism as] a secular religion?); Individuality; People as a nation; Ethnical 

Nations; “National Races”. The chapter  is trying to clarify the relations between the 

concepts on race and nation, in their complexity, taking as bases the real facts, 

factual history, and the concepts dynamic in the history of ideas.   

 The chapter is finalized in a short conclusion. (It is right – as the introductory 

part to the chapter – it remains un-distinguished as a specific part of the text.) The 

conclusion drowned by the authors is:  the nationalists create nationalistic 

mythologies (ideologies) on the eternal national character – consisting of the 

traditions’ invention, or in the suffocation of the alternative public discourses – with 

specific political purposes. Such political goals are people mobilization for the nation 

state’s defense, liberation, modernization, renaissance or domination over other 

nations; or some ethnic groups’ autonomy and secessions. It is enduring because it 

got the support in some humanities. 

 

3. Which is the conclusion of the book’s authors?  

 

The authors, Marius Turda and Sophia Maria Quine, in the book Historicizing 

Race. A Global History in an innovative perspective on the effects of the racist ideas 

– in different fields – plead for learning from history conceived as a history of the 
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entire humanity. Their illustrations are invitations to think globally, to take into 

account what happened near us and far from us. Explicitly, they assume the 

conclusion, that the exploration in the factual history of racism as well as in that of 

the history of ideas around the globe, the nationalisms should be replaced by the 

humanistic inclusive perspectives.  

 

4. Final words in a review done from the perspective of public communication 

 

The text is far from being assumable for the public communication, but the 

ideas argued – with proves taken from factual history and the history of ideas; the 

insertion of the Bibliography done in the Romanian language in the international 

circuit of ideas; the global perspective embraced gland the conclusion achieved; is 

extremely valuable for the public communication in Romania and its ambitions.  

More than it, the authors challenge the contents of public communication 

training! They call to focus also on the ideas, not mainly on the forms. That is why, 

for us, the book will be constantly on our recommendations’ list, both in the topics 

on fighting xenophobia, both in political communication. 
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Vincenzo Ruggiero, Visions of Political Violence, London: Routledge, 

2020, ISBN: 9780429291463 (eBook), 242 pages 

 

  
Review by Marius Ioan TĂTAR 

 
 

 

Political violence can take many forms, which are at times more subtle or 

even hidden and at times unsettlingly manifest. While political violence typically 

affects policy, the degree of political change brought about by violent political 

contention varies greatly. Some forms of political violence may target the 

transformation of the state or the political community itself, while other violent acts 

might more modestly aim to simply oppose or change specific policy outputs. The 

book Visions of Political Violence by Vicenzo Ruggiero aims to show how the analysis 

of violence can explain power formation and distribution within society and how 

such distribution can be altered (p. 1). The book starts from the assumption that 

political violence plays a central role in the theoretical debates on identity formation 

and the shaping of political authority.  

From a theoretical perspective, the author argues that it is hard to think of a 

general theory that can explain various forms of violence. On the one hand, micro-

situational theories assume that violence is a structural property of situational fields, 

and not a property of individuals or groups (p.2). However, as the authors pinpoints, 

this perspective encounters some difficulty when examining collective violence in 

the form of popular resistance. Ruggiero asserts that what leads to action is not 

merely the situational context but also the motivations to act derived from a culture, 

a repertoire of action, a vision of the world, a historical memory and, in general 

terms, an optimistic appreciation of human agency (p.2).  On the other hand, macro-

sociological and historical theories often view violence as an effective leveler. For 

instance, Ruggiero shows that the two world wars caused enormous destruction of 

accumulated wealth, but at the same time reduced inequality. The author highlights 

the idea that effective levelling often requires violent shocks that at least temporarily 

curtail and reverse the iniquities brought by economic development (p.3).  
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Ruggiero explains that the notion of violence addressed in this book is 

characterized by political objectives and communicative content. While political 

conflict is typically settled through negotiations and vote, it often takes violent forms 

and is performed by a variety of actors to defend or consolidate their social position 

or to improve it. This book embraces a wide range of violent state and non-state 

actors and it offers a typology of the different forms political violence takes, 

linking them in a continuum and in an interdependent field of forces. The forms 

identified are systemic violence, institutional violence, group violence, armed 

struggle, terrorism and war (p.4). As the author explains the word ‘visions’ in the 

title of this book alludes to the diversity of the perspectives adopted and the 

sources utilized derived from disciplines such as criminology, social theory, 

political science, critical legal studies, literary criticism and fiction (p.4).  

The chapters of this book examine in detail various forms of violence. 

Chapter 2 looks at violence as the consequence of the rules governing the 

distribution of power and resources. This is dubbed by the author as systemic 

violence and it reproduces inequality, immobility, injustice and misery in the 

society. Ruggiero argues that this type of violence is implicit in the ordinary 

functioning of economic and political systems. Chapter 3 deals with institutional 

violence that targets groups of people who are regarded as dangerous or 

infective for a national, ethnic or religious community. Institutional violence can 

also be directed against internal enemies who contest unfair distribution of 

wealth. To both systemic and institutional violence people can react through 

collective action to express grievance, make claims and attempt to produce 

change. Chapter 4 focuses on crowds and group violence, namely those forms of 

social ensemble powered by resentment which may turn violent. Ruggiero shows 

that the members of a group share a condition and a purpose, and their fusion 

leads to action. As the author notes, processes of radicalization among group 

members are relevant here although their outcome is not always immediate 

violent action. Chapter 5 that deals with conspiracy and the contemplation of 

crime and suggests that radicalization does not necessarily lead to immediate 

violent action but can be expressed through feelings of revenge and homicidal 

ideation. Chapter 6 focuses on armed struggles and civil war illustrating the 

emotional aspects of joining these forms of political violence with cases spanning 

centuries, from ancient Greece and Rome to the African National Congress in the 

20th century. Chapter 7 defines terrorism as deliberate killing of innocent people, 
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of non-combatants, then analyzes random killing and martyrdom, attempting to 

capture the causes and the logic of this extreme form of political violence. 

Chapters 8 and 9 deal with war and sexual violence highlighting specific forms of 

crime against women, as bellicose productions of masculinities. Chapter 10 

examines the relationship between religion and violence concluding that even 

faithless individuals, groups and states can in reality adhere to their principles in 

a very religious fashion. Chapter 11 examines the connection between violence 

and social change, specifically questioning political ideologies positing that only 

a massive, regenerative avalanche of violence could put an end to the invisible 

and manifest violence characterizing unjust systems.  

This book brings a welcome contribution to the study of political violence. 

It develops a typology of different forms of political violence, linking them in a  

continuum and in an interdependent field of forces. The different types of 

violence listed and discussed in this book affect each other and determine their 

respective evolutions, shapes and intensity. As the author optimistically 

concludes, a general reduction of all types of political violence could be produced 

first of all by limiting systemic violence, refocusing on the vulnerability of 

ordinary citizens and attempting to minimize their deprivation and 

precariousness (p. 199). This could be achieved through a fairer distribution of 

resources and the provision of political space for contention and negotiation.
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