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Abstract

This commentary is a reply to the article ‘Against immigrant integration’ by Willem
Schinkel. It argues that rather than abandoning immigrant integration as a field of
research, we have to continue to strengthen critical approaches. Immigrant
integration has to be understood and analyzed as a governance technique,
rendering differences purposeful for certain ends. In this way, categories such
as class and race get into the picture instead of being omitted. It is also emphasized
that we have to look beyond the nation state to truly unsettle common sense ideas
about immigrant integration and the migrant ‘other’. These points are illustrated by
discussing the ‘management’ of immigrant integration in cities in Europe.
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Shifting perspectives: focusing on governance & beyond the national
This contribution is a reply to the article ‘Against immigrant integration’ by the soci-

ologist Willem Schinkel. Schinkel’s critique of immigrant integration research as a

neo-colonial knowledge production project is in many ways spot-on; his contribution

however, falls short in providing a discussion of productive ways out of this problem-

atic research path. Schinkel’s key point is that the social science of immigrant integra-

tion plays a crucial part in problematizing the migrant ‘other’, by providing the “factual

architecture of this problematization” (Schinkel, 2018). Schinkel therefore—and herein

lies the relevance of his claim—argues that immigrant integration researchers are not

only doing poor research by adopting analytically flawed concepts such as integration,

but they become accomplices in a neo-colonial system of oppression. If we accept

Schinkel’s criticism, the question we have to tackle is: how can we put an end to or re-

verse this complicity? Schinkel notes that, for a start, any claim and practice that con-

cerns integration should be the object of research, rather than the project of research.

Following this line of thought, I argue in this contribution that rather than abandoning

immigrant integration as a field of research, we have to turn around the telescope. Im-

migrant integration has to be understood and approached as a phenomenon that re-

veals more about those who articulate ideas about integration and decide on

integration measures than it does about those who are the target of integration (i.e. the

migrant ‘other’). In a nutshell, the key proposal I am making is that immigrant integra-

tion should be conceptualized and approached as a governance technique rendering

ethno-cultural differences purposeful for certain ends. This technique and its varying
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purposes can be traced analytically in discourses, practices, regulations, and

institutions.

We, moreover, have to look beyond the nation state to truly unsettle common sense

ideas about immigrant integration, and to understand the various underlying ends of

immigrant integration projects. It is the understanding of these underlying purposes

that, in turn, will enable us to make critical judgments about immigrant integration,

providing one possible alternative path to the current complicity Schinkel is highlight-

ing. To make these considerations more tangible, I will illustrate my points by discuss-

ing the ‘management’ of immigrant integration at the city level.

Shifting the focus beyond the national though, is not to deny the decision-making

power and potency of nation states. Despite continuing globalization and

regionalization processes, and the existence of transnational spaces and actors, the na-

tion state undoubtedly remains an important category that structures the mindset of

decision-makers and provides a sense of belonging for many people (Glick Schiller &

Wimmer, 2002, p. 326). Recent developments in which the immigration issue has

played a key role, such as Brexit in the heart of a highly regionalized Europe, and the

rise of nationalist political party currents in liberal Western democracies, leave no

doubt about this potency of the nation state and the mobilizing power of national

identities.

At the same time, other polities such as the sub-national one do matter. Immigration

is to a large extent an urban phenomenon, and immigrant integration has been viewed

more and more as a local government task. City governments have become major

players in immigrant integration, a fact that is increasingly being recognized by migra-

tion scholars (Adam & Caponio, 2018; Zapata-Barrero, Caponio, & Scholten, 2017). Re-

cently, local authorities have also gained agency in the conceptualization and the

execution of immigration-related tasks (Thouez, 2018). Simply put, local, city govern-

ments are decisive in shaping and regulating immigration and immigrant integration,

which deserves scholarly attention. If migration and integration research has the ambi-

tion to confront ‘methodological nationalism’, i.e. the assumption that the nation state

is the natural social and political formation of the modern world (Glick Schiller &

Wimmer, 2002, p. 302), it is imperative to look at processes and dynamics beyond the

nation state.

The need for critical approaches
In order to substantiate my main argument about the necessity to turn the telescope

and to focus on integration as a governance technique, I will now discuss the need for

more critical approaches in immigrant integration studies. My aim in this section is to

complement Schinkel’s perspectives and add a partly different reading of the underlying

problems integration research is faced with.

At this point, let me clarify what I mean when I refer to the term ‘critical’. Adopting

a critical approach is not simply about saying that things are not right, as Foucault

(1988, p. 154) famously noted. It is rather about pointing out what kind of assumptions

and premises, what kinds of familiar, unchallenged, unconsidered mode of thoughts, ac-

cepted practices, and ways of seeing things are based on (Foucault, 1988, p. 154). Sim-

plified, it could be said that critique implies the challenging of common sense

categories and ideas, which are established and reproduced through relations of power.
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On the other hand, being uncritical involves an act of depoliticization, taking power re-

lations and asymmetries out of the picture.

The claim that critical approaches are not necessarily the default mode in migration

and integration research, is a valid argument made by Schinkel. This lack of critical ap-

proaches is related to the fact that the very existence of migration and integration re-

search is rooted in the naturalized citizen/migrant binary of modern nation states. This

binary translates in everyday practices and discourses into an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ sche-

mata, in which the ‘us’ represents the underlying unquestioned, and thus unproblema-

tized, norm. To be an immigrant as opposed to a national citizen “is a displaced

presence in every sense of the term” as the sociologist Sayad (2004, p. 283) so elegantly

reminds us in his work ‘The Suffering of the Immigrant’. Migration research is consti-

tuted by this politically constructed logic of migration as anomaly. Without it, there

would be nothing such as migration and immigrant integration studies (Dahinden,

2016, p. 2210).

This crucial point has been discussed by migration scholars for quite some time now.

Let us also recall that leading migration and immigrant integration scholars (e.g. Favell,

2003) have continuously questioned the analytical value of concepts such as immigrant

integration and have reminded us that differences are constitutive of the social fabric.

Joppke and Morawska (2003, p. 3), for example, have emphasized more than a decade

ago that an integrated ‘society’ does not exist anywhere, except in the imagination of

some (especially political) actors.

This is not to say that there is no need for the kind of arguments made by Schinkel

any more. Despite a long-standing critical debate which has undoubtedly stimulated

the field in meaningful ways (Amelina, 2017), reflections on the implications of this

criticism, and research practices that take these implications fully into account are still

limited. These limitations are partly related to conditions external to academia, such as

the increasing pressure on academia to inform policy making, which supports the

adoption and reproduction rather than the questioning of preset perspectives. But these

limitations are certainly also rooted within the development of the research field. As

Schinkel (2018) emphasizes, migration and immigrant integration research have be-

come somewhat detached from larger social science debates. Schinkel (2018) took note

of the tendency to disregard the rich scholarship in areas such as critical race or post-

colonial studies, which has resulted in a relative scarcity of debates on processes of

racialization and racism in the immigrant integration research field. In addition, I

would like to emphasize that considerations of the political economy and shifts in pro-

duction, too, have been largely absent from analytical accounts in the field (cf. Menz,

2013, p. 112; Hiebert, Rath, & Vertovec, 2015, p. 7). This lack of political economy per-

spectives in turn accounts for a shortage of reflections on class dynamics. A similar ar-

gument can be made for gender and sexuality. Although gender and sexuality informed

perspectives have definitely gained visibility in migration and integration research, over-

all, they are still far from the spotlight (cf. Korteweg, 2017). Categories such as class,

race, sex and gender are, however, of utmost importance if we want to move beyond

common sense understandings of ‘the’ migrant and migrants’ experiences.

Another major reason for the relative lack of critical studies is related to a specific

bias of immigrant integration scholars as regards the political program of immigrant in-

tegration. The widespread idea that immigrant integration is first and foremost about
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enabling migrants to have a better position in their respective society of settlement

(Mahnig, 2001, p. 125) is a common belief among integration scholars, which conse-

quently also motivates much of the research in the field. Immigrant integration re-

search largely understands itself as supporting this (presumably) pro-migrant political

program.

However, integration in itself is not a political program. Conversely, it is and always

has been an extremely vague concept. It is exactly its looseness, and the extensibility of

the concept ‘integration’, that renders it (politically) successful (Mahnig, 2001, p. 127),

and also makes the concept so sticky despite repeated waves of criticism brought by

scholars and anti-racist (migrant) activists (Waters, 2018).

The vast amount of European migration research that challenges political programs

in the domain of immigration (control) (e.g. Anderson, 2016 just to name one among

many) holds no comparison with volume of similar endeavors in the sub-field of immi-

grant integration research. In a provocative manner, let me call this the pro-immigrant

political inclination of migration (control) research. It is the very same pro-immigrant

inclination, however, which manifests itself in the relative lack of critical approaches

found in the field of immigrant integration.

The common understanding of immigrant integration as ‘desirable’, obstructs the

view on the various, complex ends of immigrant integration as a political program, and

renders migration scholarship related to immigrant integration less critical.

Allow me a last thought, which specifically attempts to account for the lack of critical

approaches in the quickly growing and increasingly popular sub-field of immigrant in-

tegration studies (which is also at the core of this contribution), namely, local integra-

tion studies. There has been a tendency in this strand of scholarship to describe the

city level either as a ‘diversity-friendly’ arena (e.g. Penninx, 2009; Gesemann & Roth,

2009; Guiraudon, 2009; Vertovec, 1996; Vertovec & Wessendorf, 2010, p. 31), or as an

arena governed by pragmatic actors who have to deal with problems of integration on

the ground (e.g. Gebhardt, 2014). City polities indeed potentially differ from nation

states. The nation state and national citizenship are institutions based on principles of

social closure. While rights and resources are widely accessible to members, this is not

necessarily the case for others. In contrast, in modern cities (as opposed to previous

city polities throughout history) membership is relatively open. One becomes a member

by residence; one loses membership automatically by relinquishing residence (Bauböck,

2003). “People vote with their feet, joining or leaving is a matter of moving” (Soehl,

2008). While we need to acknowledge that cities and city governments, in contrast to

nation states, are potentially more predisposed to openness towards ‘strangers’, integra-

tion research needs to dig deeper. If we want to develop a critical account, the concrete

ends of local immigrant integration need to come into focus. Immigrant integration re-

search can benefit here from the extremely rich tradition of critical scholarship in

urban studies dating back to the works of scholars such as Lefebvre (1968).

Developing critical approaches should not be an end in itself though. Critique for the

sake of critique seems to be a pointless effort. So, let us recall again what the merits of

such a critical approach to immigrant integration are. One point that is often forgotten,

and that I therefore want to single out here is the following: The problem of immigrant

integration is not only a problem for those who are ‘problematized’, and for whose

problematization immigrant integration studies provide the ‘factual architecture’, to use
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Schinkel’s phrasing again. It also does a disfavor to those who are not ‘problematized’,

who are constructed as being inside this ‘integrated society’. In other words, as a result

of the imagination of an integrated society, existent inequalities and different political

interests within this ‘society’ can become concealed and sidelined. It is eventually this

sidelining of differences and the downplaying of existing inequalities within the imag-

ined integrated society that facilitates the ‘native’ opposition to the migrant ‘other’ (see

e.g. Rooduijn & Burgoon, 2017).

Immigrant integration in the post-Fordist city
As noted before, immigrant integration is increasingly becoming a core concern of city

governments. Often the approach to immigration, and consequently also to integration,

seems to be actually diverging with, or even opposing, national governments’ positions

(Gebhardt, 2014). Let’s take the illustrative example of London as such a contradicting

positioning. In the wake of the Brexit referendum, London’s Mayor Sadiq Khan has

launched the campaign #LondonIsOpen, reflecting the city’s concern with the referen-

dum vote, and the support for a ‘multicultural’ London open to immigration and diver-

sity: “[the campaign] reassures the more than one million foreign nationals who live in

London that they will always be welcome, and that any form of discrimination will not

be tolerated” (Government of London, 2018).

The city’s commitment to immigration and diversity is not a specificity of the current

local Labour government, or an attempt to delineate the locally ruling Labour party

from the nationally governing Conservative Party. Previous mayors of London have also

adopted immigration, endorsing positions that were in contrast to the more

control-oriented approach of national government. For instance, during his time in of-

fice, the conservative mayor Boris Johnson, who later would become one of the chief

advocates for Brexit in national government, firmly opposed national government plans

to cut down on immigration (Hadj Abdou & Geddes, 2017). This opposition does not

come as a surprise, considered the global economic hub London is. The strong eco-

nomic position of the city is also related to the fact that it is a cultural hub too, with a

prospering creative industry, which relies on diversity, free movement and international

supply chains. To put it bluntly, openness to diversity and immigration are seen as key

factors of the economic strength of the city.

The fact that ethno-cultural diversity is understood, and consequently also promoted,

as a competitive advantage for cities in an environment of globalized markets has also

become a widespread phenomenon beyond global cities such as London. Increasingly,

mid and small-sized cities across Europe are conceptualizing immigration and diversity

as essential for economic growth. This in turn has stimulated the adoption of similar

immigrant integration policy approaches by local governments across European cities

(Hadj Abdou, 2014, Hadj Abdou & Geddes, 2017). Intercultural or diversity policies,

i.e. approaches that promote openness, exchange and encounter, have gained foothold.

These policies attempt (among other ends) to harness ethno-cultural diversity for eco-

nomic gains. Diversity, if managed well through immigrant integration, is seen as an

opportunity to create and foster an image of the city, which makes it attractive for for-

eign investment, tourism, and increased consumption. The encounter and cooperation

between people from diverse backgrounds is, moreover, viewed by local government
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and other key governance actors as essential for the production of creativity and

innovation (see e.g. Council of Europe, 2015).

Official positions and immigrant integration policies, thus, cannot be fully understood

without taking into account political economy dynamics. The increasing tendency to

see diversity as an asset to be supported and promoted through respective integration

measures has been a specific feature of post-Fordist knowledge economies. In a nut-

shell, in the Fordist industrial economy, cities functioned as a symbol of the nation and

tended to feature processes of de-ethnicization and cultural assimilation (Kaltmeier,

2011, p. 93). By contrast, in Post-Fordism diversity is used to stimulate urban economic

development (Kaltmeier, 2011, p. 96). Cities have become somewhat detached from na-

tion states. Economic competition, formerly played out between nation states, in today’s

globalized economy more often takes place directly between cities. This detachment of

cities from nation states partly explains the growing role, and the often distinct if not

opposing position, of local governments relative to their national counterparts regard-

ing immigration.

The ‘openness to diversity and immigration’ discourses and practices that these devel-

opments are manifested in, however, are not without implications for urban inequal-

ities. On the contrary, these discourses and practices, as the rich and growing field of

contemporary critical urban studies shows, tend to reproduce and reorganize ‘race’ in

the city through processes of racialization and a re-making of the racial subject (see e.g.

Almeida, 2016). Diversity becomes commodified. ‘Only those who have the class, cash,

and right ethnicity can enjoy the rewards and benefits of diversity’ (Shaw, 2007, cit.

after Almeida, 2016, p. 104). ‘Openness’ discourses and practices thus apply selectively

to certain voices and experiences, as they are directed ‘to those who can afford it’

(Georgiou, 2017, p. 25). While these discourses draw on the values of openness and

hospitality, they are part of a project that often negates these very values when it comes

to collective sharing of the city’s resources (Georgiou, 2017). It is an “ethics of respect

without recognition” as Georgiou (2017) notes, for instance, for the case of London.

Racialized and classed constellations in the urban knowledge economy are often ob-

scured and remade in the neoliberal, diverse city.

In sum, while cities and their governments are not only more predisposed to open-

ness to ‘strangers’ but are also often committed to this openness in their rhetoric and

their policies, this ‘openness’ might actually be constituted by, and based upon,

inequalities.

Concluding remarks
I have used the example of immigrant integration in cities as an illustration for a pos-

sible critical perspective in immigrant integration research, as an avenue to look beyond

the nation state, and to bring categories such as race and class into the picture, rather

than omitting them by taking ‘the’ migrant as the key analytical category.

The overall approach I advocated for is conceptualizing immigrant integration as a

governance technique. I have argued that the interesting and relevant question to ask

is: which ends do governments, and more broadly, governance actors, have in mind

when they ‘manage’ integration? In the neo-liberal city—as I have discussed—immi-

grant integration is about the stimulation of economic growth.
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The governance technique of immigrant integration does not emerge in a void. Pol-

icies and practices of integration involve a “‘way of knowing’ or getting to know who

immigrants are and ‘how to recognize the problem’” (Gray, 2006, p. 121). Research, as

Schinkel’s important work is emphasizing, holds a fundamental role in ‘getting to

know’. Therefore, we do not only need to promote a turning of the telescope to focus

more on governance, but as a part of this shift of perspective, we have to continue, un-

apologetically of our own complicity, to make an effort to understand how knowledge

is produced, disciplined and practiced in migration and immigrant integration research.
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