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Abstract
In a time identified by many as one of “multicultural backlash,” we can observe a growing negative discourse on the inte-
gration of migrants with Islamic backgrounds in most European countries. Criticisms are rooted in the assumptions that
cultural and religious differences are the source of social problems and that these migrants are unwilling to integrate. The
aim of this article is threefold. First, it criticizes the linear and simplistic assumptions of integration informing the present
negative dominant discourse in the Netherlands. Second, it shows that sources of belonging are more layered than the
often-assumed exclusive identification with national identity. Third, it broadens the scope of discussion on integration
(which is now mainly fixated on Islamic migrants) by showing the somewhat similar experiences of Italian migrants on
their path toward integration and belonging within the Dutch context. Through this study, we argue that the process of
ethnic othering in the Netherlands is broader than the often-assumed cultural difference of non-Western migrants.

Keywords
discourse; identification; integration; migrants

Issue
This article is part of the issue “International Migration and Ethnic Integration”, edited by Yaojun Li (University of Manch-
ester, UK) and Anthony Heath (University of Oxford, UK).

© 2017 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

At the turn of the 21st century, we observed exces-
sive negative attention—or as some call it a “moral
panic” (Parekh, 2008; Vasta, 2007)—toward migrants
with an Islamic background. In most European states
there has been a so-called “multicultural backlash,” with
the Netherlands often mentioned as an example be-
cause of its shift from a tolerant integration policy to-
ward a restrictive, assimilative policy (Vasta, 2007; Ver-
tovec & Wessendorf, 2009). The Dutch discourse of mi-
gration has been dominated by the arrival of the so-
called guest workers in the late 1950s (Ghorashi, 2010a),
despite a longer and diverse history of immigration to the
Netherlands. Postwar economic growth and the need for
unskilled labor forced the Dutch government to look be-

yond its borders, fostering labor contracts, first with Italy
and Spain and later with Turkey and Morocco (Wilter-
dink, 1998). This background contributed to the persis-
tent image of immigrants as being low educated and low
skilled even as the reality ofmigration to theNetherlands
became much more diverse. Despite this dominant im-
age and the continuity in the policies from the 1970s un-
til now (particularly in terms of attention for economic
integration), we can see a clear shift in the Dutch dis-
course, particularly in how migrants’ cultures have been
approached in policies and politics. In the 1970s, mi-
grants (then guest workers) were encouraged to main-
tain their cultural traditions and identities, with the idea
that they would eventually return to their country of ori-
gin. In the 1980s, when the idea of returning was re-
vealed to be unrealistic, there was a shift in policies to-
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ward promoting integration in addition to, but not replac-
ing, the preservation of one’s own culture. During that
time, integration and the cultures of ethnic groups were
not consideredmutually exclusive. But by the turn of the
century, we saw that the cultures and religions of non-
Western ethnic others (including bothmigrants and their
children) were increasingly considered to be the main
source of social problems and disruption of social cohe-
sion in society (Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010). This has
been the backbone of the growing restrictive and assim-
ilative turn in Dutch discourse. Loyalty to Dutch identity
is increasingly presented as a dilemma for non-Western
migrants: either they choose the Netherlands or they
choose their home country (Scientific Council for Gov-
ernment Policy [WRR], 2007). This shift in the Dutch dis-
course, from integration to assimilation with an empha-
sis on loyalty toward Dutch national identity, is argued to
be the result of the perceived failure of integration dur-
ing the “multicultural era” (Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010;
Vasta, 2007).

We aim to show that the complexity of the inte-
gration process goes beyond the binary division of suc-
cess and failure. Our study shows that the process of
integration is multilayered, ambiguous, and even para-
doxical, not, as many assume, linear. We also aim to
broaden the discussion on migrants’ integration in the
Netherlands by focusing on an under-researched group
in the context of migration, namely, European migrants
within Europe, particularly the experiences of Italian mi-
grants in the Netherlands. Most studies on migrants in
the Netherlands focus on Turkish or Moroccan migrants
(Prins, 2011; Vedder&Virta, 2005; Vermeulen&Penninx,
2000). This study focuses on the experiences of integra-
tion and belonging of two waves of Italian migrants who
came to the Netherlands after 1960. With this choice we
hope to add nuance to the assumption that the “integra-
tion problem” is a problemof non-Western ethnic groups
who are considered to be others with very different cul-
tures and religions. Themain assumption within themul-
ticultural backlash is that the cultural and religious con-
trast and apparent incompatibility of Western self and
non-Western other is the major source of the decline in
social cohesion and unrest. Anthias (2013, p. 2) rightly ar-
gues that this strong “culturalization of social relations”
leads to the reification of difference as dangerous and
blinds us to other broader sources of exclusion. The lack
of studies on migrant groups considered to be closer to
the European self-reinforces this assumption. For that
reason, the aim of this research is to show the broader
sources of exclusion, deconstructing the culturalist foun-
dation of the present discourses of integration.

Finally, we aim to look beyond national identity as a
single source of belonging. Several studies show that mi-
grants today increasingly maintain ties with more than
one nation, facilitated by technology (Castles & Miller,
2009; Glick Schiller, Basch, & Szanton Blanc, 1995). How-
ever, knowledge remains limited about the layered iden-
tification process within a new host society over time

and the sources of belonging beyond national identity
(see also Zontini, 2015). Using in-depth open interviews,
we show the struggles of two generations of Italian mi-
grants in the Netherlands to become a part of that so-
ciety. We use the WRR’s (2007) concepts of functional
and emotional identification to demonstrate the layers,
dynamics, and tensions of different forms of identifi-
cation over time. Moreover, the in-between position
of these migrants (as both the European self and the
non-Dutch other) provides us with challenging material
for unraveling a number of assumptions, including lin-
ear integration.

2. Theoretical Framework

Duyvendak and Scholten (2010) argue that studies on im-
migration and integration are often squeezed into sim-
plified theoretical models, whereas, in practice, the pro-
cess is more complex, paradoxical, multisided, and mul-
tilayered. A model that is often used by policymakers
is Esser’s (2003) four dimensions of integration. These
dimensions are presented as subsequent stages, where
successful completion of the successive Culturation, Po-
sitioning, and Interaction dimensions will eventually lead
to the final phase of Identification, where the immigrant
feels she or he belongs to the new society. The impor-
tance of cultural adjustment (including language profi-
ciency) to the society has become a benchmark of Dutch
integration policies, visible in policy documents and in
public statements (Entzinger, 2009). The prominence of
policies aswell as studies assuming integration as a linear
process or a straight-line approach is being increasingly
criticized, claiming that integration is a complex and mul-
tilayered process that, in practice, includes paradoxes (Al-
ghasi, Eriksen, & Ghorashi, 2009; Brenninkmeijer, Geers,
Roggeband, & Ghorashi, 2009; Eijberts, 2013).

A good example to illustrate this critique is language
as part of culturation. In a linear approach to integra-
tion, language is the key factor in the integration pro-
cess because it contributes to societal inclusion by en-
hancing job opportunities (positioning) and facilitating
contact with natives (interaction; Esser, 2003). However,
other studies have shown the double-edged sword of
language, meaning that it can be a source of both in-
clusion and exclusion. Ghorashi and van Tilburg (2006)
found that refugee women from Afghanistan and Iran
considered the Dutch language essential to obtaining a
job in the Netherlands, but even when they were able to
speak Dutch fluently, employers continued to perceive
this as “not good enough” (positioning). Through their
autobiographical research, Davis and Nencel (2011, p. 5)
argue that, as immigrants—in their case, from theUnited
States—they still have to dealwith comments about their
accent or grammar on a daily basis, despite their Dutch
fluency and their living in the Netherlands for most of
their lives (interaction).

Another example is the assumption that, once mi-
grants are integrated into society economically and so-
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cially, thus having passed the positioning and interaction
stages, they will eventually enter the stage of identifica-
tion with their host society (Esser, 2003). Buijs, Demant
and Hamdy (2006) oppose this line of reasoning by show-
ing how radicalized Muslim youths are not among those
who are socially isolated or economically deprived; in-
stead they are more active and involved in society and,
as a result, sensitive to feelings of unfair treatment by
the host society. The researchers describe this as the “in-
tegration paradox”: when migrants are actually eager to
integrate into dominant society, they are most sensitive
to feelings of exclusion (Buijs et al., 2006, p. 202; see also
Ghorashi, 2010b).

Despite these critiques, the linearmodel is still promi-
nent in the Dutch discourse on integration, and it still
guides policymaking. There is growing pressure for mi-
grants to adjust themselves to what it means to be Dutch
(Ossewaarde, 2007; Schinkel & vanHoudt, 2010). Accord-
ing to the WRR (2007), a Dutch scientific board that ad-
vises the government, this current understanding of in-
tegration and its link to belonging to the Dutch national
identity should be revised to embrace the complexity
of the process. First, considering belonging to be based
solely on connection to a specific national identity lim-
its the scope of belonging to a rather static notion of
identity (e.g., identifying as Dutch; Eijberts, 2013). This
is particularly problematic because the construction of
Dutchness as such is exclusionary toward migrants and
thus does not stimulate belonging (Davis &Nencel, 2011;
Ghorashi, 2003; Ghorashi & Vieten, 2012; Vasta, 2007).
Second, the national framing of belonging blinds us to
the multiple ways and levels of creating and maintain-
ing bonds with a society (WRR, 2007). One of the most
imaginable identification routes for many is identifica-
tion with the city they live in. Kasinitz, Mollenkopf and
Waters (2002) have shown that immigrants in New York
are more likely to identify as New Yorkers than as Amer-
icans. The authors argue that identification with the city
is more open to diversity, whereas being American is
less accessible because of its association with whiteness
(Kasinitz et al., 2002). Another growing route of identi-
fication is the transnational sense of belonging that is
becomingmore imaginable for different diaspora groups
(Ghorashi, 2016). Meer and Modood (2013, p. 309) ar-
gue that the transnational capacity of Islam, for example,
provides youth with “emancipatory qualities” to create a
sense of belonging and connection transcending the du-
ality of choice between the territorial limitations of their
past and present countries.

3. Methodology

We chose qualitative methods for this study, specifically,
in-depth interviewswith a biographical angle. This partic-
ular approach enabled us to understand participants’ dy-
namic and multilayered perspectives. Respondents’ nar-
ratives provided space for understanding the processes
of negotiation in the past and the present, helping us

to grasp the meanings that respondents attached to the
central themes of this research (integration and belong-
ing) and to get a picture of their experiences and chal-
lenges (Kvale, 1996). To facilitate the required openness,
we avoided asking direct questions about “integration,”
as this could limit the research due to the variety of per-
sonal interpretations and narrow concepts people may
have about the topic. Instead, respondents were asked
to share their experiences and talk about their lives in the
Netherlands. Through follow-up questions we tried to
obtain specific descriptions that helped us better under-
stand the meanings they attached to these experiences.
The biographical angle, as expressed in the chronological
structure of the interviews, enabled us to capture the di-
versity of stories about participants’ choices and experi-
ences in the Netherlands in different phases of their lives.
The narratives gave us the opportunity to discover what
was important to the narrators about their points of con-
nection or disconnection to places and people in their
lives, what and whom they identify with, and the mean-
ings they attached to experiences (Bryman, 2008; Kohler-
Riessman, 1993; Riley & Hawe, 2005).

3.1. The Sample

Interviews were conducted from January through June
2013. A combination of purposive sampling and snow-
ball sampling was used. We looked at Italian migrants
who have been in the Netherlands for at least 20 years
to enable analysis of what changes have taken place in
their identification with the Netherlands as well as their
sources of belonging.We did not includemore recentmi-
grants, assuming that a certain length of stay was neces-
sary to study belonging, which develops over time. The
respondents had to meet certain conditions to be in-
cluded: they had to be Italians living in Amsterdam at
the time of the interview. All respondents had to be
first-generationmigrants who arrived in the Netherlands
during either the 1960s and 1970s (first wave) or the
1980s and 1990s (second wave). This division allowed
us to consider the impacts of time (age and length of
stay) and context (policies) in the positioning of these
two groups of Italian migrants. We were interested in
the similarities and differences between the two groups.
The phases covered in the interviews were the period
before their migration, the first years after their migra-
tion, the present, and the future. In total, 22 interviews
were conducted, 12 from the first wave and 10 from the
second wave.

Interviews lasted 1–5 hours. Some of the longer in-
terviews were conducted at two different times. To se-
cure respondents’ anonymity, we used pseudonyms. Re-
spondents comprised 13 males and 9 females. Males
were largely overrepresented in the first wave because,
at that time, Italian males were more likely to come to
the Netherlands (Tinnemans, 1991). Most participants in
the first group came from southern Italy and had low ed-
ucational backgrounds and professional histories of un-
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skilled or low-skilled labor (Lindo, 2000, p. 130). In the
second wave, conversely, there were more women, and
most of the respondents came from northern Italy and
generally had higher educational backgrounds. This sec-
ond group had more diverse backgrounds as well as dif-
ferent motivations for coming to the Netherlands. Some
came for work, but most came because they had fallen
in love with a Dutch partner.

3.2. Analysis

To understand the multiplicity of positions in relation to
integration and belonging, we used identification as a
sensitizing concept in analyzing the data. Jenkins (2004)
argued that using identification as a concept provides
opportunities to follow the dynamic and ongoing pro-
cess of positioning while enabling researchers to locate
different levels in the process. Throughout the analysis,
we worked interpretatively and inductively, guided by
what the respondents shared. An essential first step was
to find patterns of similarity in the interviews (Kohler-
Riessman, 1993). All interviews were transcribed, and a
preliminary thematic analysis took place after half the in-
terviews were conducted.

Through further analysis and by consulting theoret-
ical and empirical literature about integration, we dis-
tinguished the two most dominant identification pat-
terns present in the narratives, which the WRR (2007,
p. 14ff) labels as functional and emotional identifica-
tion. Functional identification refers to the functional as-
pects of participation in a new society, like having volun-
tary or paid work with which you identify and are iden-
tified with by other members of society. There is thus
a greater focus on the individual and not so much on
ethnic group membership. Functional identification en-
tails having common goals as an institution or a society
and interdependency (e.g., being invested together in im-
proving the well-being of a society’s elderly members).
There can be multiple functional identifications that can
aid one’s social and economic integration in society (e.g.,
teacher and soccer player in a club). Emotional identi-
fication refers to having a “sense of belonging” (WRR,
2007, p. 16) associated with certain places and spaces.
As the WRR points out and as we mentioned earlier,
public discourse and policymaking in the Netherlands of-
ten emphasizes emotional identification, which is seen
as a measure of ultimate loyalty—with the underlying
premise that you can only emotionally identify with and
feel loyalty toward one nation, thus often demanding of
migrants an impossible choice. Functional identification,
according to theWRR, does not receive a lot of attention,
even though it can also provide an important bond with
the host society (WRR, 2007, p. 14), as our findings below
confirm.When using the terms functional and emotional
identification, the WRR does not discern between self-
identification and how one is identified by others, using
both interchangeably for ascribed and achieved identifi-
cation. However, as we shall see below, this difference is

crucial in uncovering the complexities and layers of Ital-
ian migrants’ experiences in the Netherlands.

4. Empirical Data

4.1. Sources of Functional Identification

In contrast to the emphasis on emotional identification
with the nation that is found within public and policy dis-
courses in the Netherlands (see also Duyvendak, 2011),
and partly due to the nature of the first wave of migra-
tion, work experiences (but also membership in a group
or committee)werementioned as amajor source of iden-
tification with the Netherlands. Dante’s story is a good
illustration of this. Dante came to the Netherlands in the
1960s, intending to stay for just one year. Once back in
Italy, however, his “head was still in the Netherlands.” He
returned to the Netherlands, married a Dutch woman,
and had several jobs, which he talked about extensively
throughout the interview. He emphasized his efforts to
be active and “do good things,” such as volunteer work
with elderly people. He proudly explained that he had
also received appreciation for his work, illustrating how
important it was for him to contribute to society through
his work, to feel needed and appreciated by society.

The importance of work was also mentioned by sev-
eral second-wavemigrants, even though theirmotivations
tomigrate weremore varied. Eva, who arrived in the early
1990s, said she migrated, not for economic reasons, but
to increase her Dutch husband’s chances for a good ca-
reer in the Netherlands, thereby leaving her own good job
behind in Italy. At first she did not feel at home in the
Netherlands. However, “the more I worked, the better I
felt.” Working helped her reconnect with a part of herself,
but also with members of Dutch society. As a teacher, she
was surroundedby studentswho came to learn something
from her and who appreciated what she taught them,
which illustrates the potential power and value of func-
tional identification—for Dutch society as well.

Many respondents talked about compliments they
received at work, and how this helped them feel less
foreign and more like a colleague, pointing to the im-
portance of functional identification and work as such
in being able to build bridges. Although work proved
to be a strong source of identification with the Nether-
lands, the experiences were not all positive. This is be-
cause members of the majority group saw our respon-
dents primarily as Italian ethnic others rather than as po-
tentially valuable employees and full-fledged members
of society. Matteo, a first-wave migrant, recounted how
he had encountered discrimination at his job because of
his ethnicity. This is in line with Lindo’s (2000) findings
that Italianmigrants initially encountered prejudice from
colleagues and employers, which faded when Moroccan
and Turkish labor migrants arrived (see also Wessendorf,
2007). Second-wavemigrantsmostly experienced a “sub-
tle” form of discrimination, as this quote from Angelo,
who worked in the construction industry, demonstrates:
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In the beginning almost nobody spoke to me. It is
just…yes, a bit set aside. You are at the table with
colleagues and, uh, they talk about many things, but
nobody talks to me, since they knew I did not speak
the language. So you are really isolated. Just all those
jokes [about me], you know...in the beginning, yes, all
make jokes.

Van Laer and Janssens (2011) argue that jokes are men-
tioned as one the manifestations of “subtle discrimina-
tion,” a form of discrimination that is less easily recog-
nized, and which has an ambiguous character because
the one who commits it often does so unintentionally.
Though the act may be unconscious, the consequences
are real; the “victim” may experience lower emotional
and physical well-being in the context of work. In An-
gelo’s case, while languagemay have formed a barrier, by
making jokes, his coworkers highlighted his ethnic other-
ness, thereby making it harder for him to feel included.

In summary, work (paid and voluntary) was a source
of functional (self-)identification with the Netherlands
for Italian migrants. They wanted to contribute to Dutch
society. However, there were also experiences of (sub-
tle) discrimination at work stemming from the majority
group’s fixation on ethnic othering, which impeded re-
spondents’ feelings of inclusion.

4.1.1. Language and Functional Identification

While language in Dutch policy discourses is considered
an integral first step (a part of culturation) in the sup-
posedly linear integration trajectory (Esser, 2003), it was
not always a part of the integration trajectory of Ital-
ian migrants. When the first-wave migrants arrived to
find work in the Netherlands, there were no expecta-
tions or facilities for them to learn the language, which
might have heightened their identification as “other”
by ethnic Dutch people and thereby initially impeded
some migrants’ functional (self-)identification and possi-
bly even emotional identification with the Netherlands
(as we shall see later). Since conditions were better for
the second-wave migrants and not everyone in the sec-
ond wave had to find a job immediately (because they
tended to migrate for love), one might expect that, upon
arrival, they would have quickly learned Dutch. Yet, 5 out
of the 10 respondents preferred to speak in Italian or En-
glish and had low Dutch fluency. For them, it seemed
that an English-speaking environment was an additional
obstacle to practicing Dutch, which is illustrated in Bar-
bara’s story. Barbara is a second-wavemigrant who came
to the Netherlands “out of love.” She did not need to
work immediately and started taking Dutch classes. De-
spite the opportunity to learn Dutch at school, she en-
countered difficulties due to the lack of opportunities to
practice Dutch:

My only frustration was when I was going around
and when I wanted to speak in Dutch, people were

answering in English. So I made a lot of effort to
speak Dutch, and I think the people wanted to be nice
and help me, but it was not a great help, because I
wanted to learn Dutch. And then…I found a job where
I didn’t have to speak Dutch. All of my jobs in the
Netherlands,…were in international firms, where peo-
ple didn’t speak Dutch. So I speak Dutch, but I don’t
feel as confident as in English, because I hardly speak
it. Unfortunately.

Since Dutch language proficiency has become such an
important marker of successfully following the supposed
linear integration path, the past and present challenges
for first- and second-wave Italianmigrants to learn Dutch
has likely encumbered their functional identification by
Dutch colleagues and employers, as indicated in the
previous section and by other researchers (Ghorashi &
van Tilburg, 2006). Therefore, an important source of
belonging for migrants may be difficult to obtain, and
this may even impede the formation of emotional (self-)
identification with the Netherlands (WRR, 2007).

4.2. Emotional Sources of Identification

When it comes to emotional identification, we see
that there are different spatial levels of identification
(neighborhood, city, continent, world) and that belong-
ing can be quite complex and multilayered. Nationality-
and culture-wise, most respondents entirely or predom-
inantly identified themselves as Italian, but this did not
imply that they did not feel at home in the Netherlands.
An illustration of this is Roberio, a first-wave migrant
who married a Dutch woman. He explained that he felt
at home in both Rome, his city of origin, and Amster-
dam. He is fascinated by Amsterdam and loves its “al-
lure,” with all its museums, restaurants, and theaters.
However, he emphasized that he felt 100% Italian at the
same time. Thus, for Roberio, emotionally identifying as
Italian and feeling at home in the Netherlands—that is,
in Amsterdam—are not binary oppositions.

Other first-wave migrants expressed similar feelings
about Amsterdam and talked at length about all the dif-
ferent streets and places they knew in the city. The same
connection was also found among the second-wave mi-
grants. Eva, the only woman who had lived outside the
city in the eastern Netherlands before coming to Ams-
terdam, stated that Amsterdam was “a different world”
compared to the rest of the Netherlands. “I don’t feel dif-
ferent at all anymore. I am a foreigner, but not different.”
Jano’s connection to Amsterdam took on a different as-
pect. He came to the Netherlands in the 1980s at the age
of 17. He recounted feeling more at home in Amsterdam
than in Italy due to his sexual orientation:

I felt safe here. [More] than in Italy, I felt more free in
my spirit. Because soon I understood that Amsterdam
was a gay city. And I was already convinced that I was
gay. And I thought: Yes, that’s it…yes…

Social Inclusion, 2017, Volume 5, Issue 1, Pages 105–116 109



In addition to emotional identification at the city level,
other levels were present as well. The neighborhoodwas
mentioned by some as a strong source of emotional iden-
tification. Pasquale, one of the first-wave migrants, indi-
cated he feels at home in the Jordaan neighborhood be-
cause he was received there with open arms.

At a higher/superordinate/transnational level, some
identified with being European or as an international cit-
izen. These identifications were mentioned exclusively
by the second-wave migrants, which may be related to
the gradually intensifying cooperation in the European
Union and/or generational differences, for instance, the
usage of technology and social media and easier access
to affordable travel. Jano, for example, identified both
with Amsterdam and as a European. He argued that,
even though each country had its own characteristics, he
considered all European countries to be related, based
on their common history and Christianity. A more inter-
nationally oriented identification occurred among three
of the second-wave respondents, one of whom identi-
fied herself as a world citizen, while the other two identi-
fied as expats instead of migrants. They mentioned that
they felt less attached to one place solely, but tomultiple
places throughout the world. Barbara explained that she
travels a lot and feels at home in three places now: the
Netherlands, Rome, and New York.

In addition to places, we also identified sources of be-
longing connected to people. Family members served as
an important source of belonging. This created tension
for severalmigrants because they had childrenwhowere
born and/or raised in the Netherlands, while their par-
ents and other familymembers still lived in Italy. The lack
of family support was especially missed by the women
participants. However, children seemed to be a major
reason for choosing to remain in the Netherlands, as par-
ticipants often stated that they probably would have re-
turned to Italy if they hadhadno children (for similar find-
ings for Italian immigrants in the UK, see Zontini, 2015).
They either decided to stay because their children felt at
home in the Netherlands or because they considered the
Netherlands a better place to raise their children.

A good example is Dori (a second-wavemigrant), who
feels emotionally divided between Italy and the Nether-
lands. She married a Dutch man, came to the Nether-
lands in the 1980s, and became pregnant. However, she
felt homesick and returned to her family in Italy to give
birth to her child. Nevertheless, she kept trying to return
to the Netherlands. After six years, she finally decided to
settle in the Netherlands to be with her partner and live
together as a family. Her son is an adult now, and this has
renewed her desire to return to Italy. Shementioned that
she wants to spend her “old days” in Italy. She still identi-
fies with being Italian and feels she will never be able to
become Dutch like her husband, who was born “here.”
Nonetheless, she also feels at home in the Netherlands,
stating: “I have two feet, one in the one part, the other
in the other part,” pointing to the fact that an emotional
self-identification with being Italian can go hand in hand

with a sense of home in the Netherlands, expressing dif-
ferent kinds of belonging.

Another example is Maria, a first-wave migrant, who
came to the Netherlands as the wife of an Italian labor
migrant and who also struggled with her emotional iden-
tification. Her childrenwere born in theNetherlands, and
her husbandwanted to stay, but she longed to go back to
Italy because she missed her Italian family. While work-
ing, this went “unnoticed,” as she was active. “[I] was
young, 21 years, and I liked thework. Run here, run there,
work, everything…it was nice, the work was nice.” Hence,
her functional identification with her job in the Nether-
lands was able to override her emotional identification
with Italy for a certain time. However, time went on and
Maria found herself living in theNetherlands for 50 years,
despite her desire to leave:

You should not stay too long, if you want to leave later.
After three to five years in a different country, you
should try to go back. Otherwise, you don’t make it
anymore. Children arrive, and when children are born
here, you have roots here, too…..These roots become
deeper, then you do not leave anymore. I am happy
here, but I am always alone.

In sum, most respondents indicated various levels of
emotional identification, but when it came to the na-
tional level, most identified with Italy rather than the
Netherlands. Within the Netherlands, the highest emo-
tional identification was at the city level for first-wave
migrants and a combination of the city level and/or Eu-
ropean level for second-wave migrants. Moreover, re-
spondents from both groups did not exclusively identify
with being Dutch themselves, but their children did. This
generational difference can become a source of tension,
bringing the well-being and preferences of the children
into conflict with those of their parents—when the par-
ents desire to leave, but their children desire to remain
(see Zontini, 2015). The following section shows how ten-
sions in emotional identification are related to functional
identification, and the significance of age.

4.3. Functional vs. Emotional Identification

One paradox we encountered in the narratives was that
an emphasis on functional identification in the early
stages of migration might conflict with emotional iden-
tification with Italy at a later stage. An example of this
was recounted by Jano, who was retired. He had tried to
enter into Dutch social life, but upon his retirement, he
did not know anyone in his neighborhood or any other
Dutch people, which he partly considered his own fault:

So it also…was also our fault. Because we were both
busy at work, full time, both of us. On holidays, we
went to England and to Italy, so we didn’t stay here,
we didn’t meet people on the street. We didn’t have
occasion to have a chat, and so on, and so on…
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For Jano, an emphasis on work limited his time to learn
Dutch, and his travels to Italy did not leave room for build-
ing contacts with Dutch people. Now that he is at home
more, increased contact with his neighbors has fostered
a sense of belonging at the neighborhood level: “We are
no longer the foreigners, the weird people. We are part
of this group of people. And that is a good feeling.” In ad-
dition, he started Dutch conversation classes, which di-
minished his hesitancy to speak Dutch.

Not everyone is able to make these sorts of invest-
ments at a later stage of the migration process. In the
first stages of her “integration,”Maria and her Italian hus-
band focused on work. Now that her husband has died
and she has retired, Maria admitted she is ashamed that
she cannot speak Dutch fluently, despite having been in
the Netherlands for 50 years. She spoke of wanting to en-
gage in small talk with the baker, for instance, but does
not do so as she feels she will not be able to express her-
self understandably. She really regrets not having had
time to study Dutch when she was younger because of
her focus onwork and on raising her children. Nowadays,
however, due to a lack of schooling and old age, her brain
is no longer “open,” as she phrases it.

Hence, the proper positioning (Esser, 2003) in the la-
bor market did not automatically lead to more interac-
tion, that is, social integration, as is often assumed, even
though, especially in their old age, the Italian migrants
realize that is what they desire. Passing the successive
stages of integration is no guarantee for developing an
emotional identification with the Netherlands or even
the often lesser-contested sense of belonging.

The second paradox we observed was that even
those who did invest in contact with Dutch people (inter-
action) and learned to speak Dutch fluently (culturation)
experienced problems with their emotional identifica-
tion at a later stage. Chiara andMarta, two second-wave
women who could be considered the most successfully
integrated (they have a highDutch fluency, good jobs and
housing situations, and Dutch partners), were the only
oneswho indicated they did not really feel at home in the
Netherlands. In the initial phases of their migration, they
were ambitious to become part of the Dutch society, but
after approximately 20 years, they have started to with-
draw from Dutch social life, speaking about their emo-
tional struggles with living in the Netherlands while still
considering Italy their “home.” Chiara mentioned that,
upon her arrival in the Netherlands, the first thing she
did was learn Dutch. She regularly receives compliments
for her level of Dutch, and she explained that she tried
hard to integrate into Dutch society. However, she con-
sciously decided to stop “integrating” at a certain point
because she wanted to maintain her Italian identity:

You have to choose at a certain moment—do
you want to be Italian? Because you cannot be
schizophrenic, it drives you crazy. And then of course,
around my 35th, I chose to bring my Italian identity
forward. And that, because that is what I feel more

comfortable with….Now, I am always busy with some-
thing Italian, with books, with people who speak Ital-
ian. And that gives me peace, that is nice….I think,
I have really always tried my best to learn Dutch, in-
tegrate….I liked it, I had the energy for it…but at a cer-
tain moment then you recognize that it is exhausting,
this urge to belong.

This illustrates that knowing the language, working, and
seeking contact does not automatically lead to emo-
tional identification with a new country. The paradox
in the case of Chiara and Marta is that successful in-
tegration has led to higher emotional struggles with
the Netherlands—which is also due to being seen as
the ethnic other in daily interactions. Jano, for exam-
ple, mentioned:

I have always found my way in the Netherlands…the
only thing which still irritates me…not so much irritat-
ing but rather annoyingme, is that, when you tell peo-
ple that you have been here for 32 years, you are still
Italian to them. They always ask about Italy and then
you think, God, it is as if I just arrived here yesterday.

Or as Marta puts is: “There is a feeling of Us and Them,
you know. You are from outside, so you do not belong,
these kind of things….There is always a feeling of ret-
icence toward the other.” This finding is in line with
Davis and Nencel’s (2011) conclusion that “meeting the
implicit and explicit criteria of integration does not en-
sure that newcomers can be taken up into the national
imaginary available for thinking about ‘Dutch-ness’ in the
Netherlands” (p. 482). It also relates to those of Eijberts
(2013) and Ghorashi (2010b), who both showed that a
high level of integration could actually become a reason
for a lower level of emotional identification if the ex-
pectation of being accepted as a full citizen is not met.
Our data also underline other studies’ findings of this so-
called integration paradox (Buijs et al., 2006).

4.4. Embracing In-Betweenness

A strong line in the narratives was the simultaneous pres-
ence of Italy and the Netherlands and selective use of
these two contexts to describe connections and loss, pos-
sibilities and impossibilities. Edward Said (1993, p. xxxi)
refers to the condition of being both an insider and anout-
sider simultaneously as the condition of in-betweenness.
Daniela, a second-wave migrant recounts this point:

At a certainmoment in time, that breaking loose, leav-
ing everything behind you, was of course nice, and
probably I needed to develop my individuality, de-
velop myself as an individual. I did not fit anywhere,
and I did not want to fit anywhere. However, at a cer-
tain point, I decided to live here, and then I thought,
I recognized, that I indeed did not fit here. And that
this was no longer a good feeling.
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According to Daniela, the key to living as a migrant is ac-
cepting that you will never be entirely at peace, you will
always have “flying roots”:

I accepted that my emotional house is not in the
Netherlands….What is inside of me, is not here, it is
there….You have to be tough enough to say: there
are my emotions, here is my future and my work;
you are a bit schizophrenic. But it is a nice way to be
schizophrenic.

While one is active, mobile, and ambitious to build a fu-
ture through hard work, this in-between position is as-
sociated with positive feelings, as several migrants re-
garded being a migrant as an enriching experience. How-
ever, this feeling might become less positive at an older
age when the level of mobility is reduced and the re-
sources to connect are less accessible (see Zontini, 2015).
For the older generation who no longer work and whose
children have left the house, the position of being in-
between has made them feel more of an outsider, ac-
companied by a sense of social isolation. The solution for
them, as long as their health and resources let them, is to
take long vacations in Italy and live the lives of pension-
atos. Even then, some have discovered that, in Italy, they
feel like tourists, as living abroad for so long had changed
their connection to Italy as well (see Zontini, 2015).

This sense of social isolation was illustrated by Rosa,
a first-wavemigrant who came to the Netherlands as the
wife of Bernardo, an Italian labor migrant. First, she re-
marked that living in the Netherlands for 50 years had
made her Dutch as well. Nevertheless, later she stated:
“There is always something. Since I am Italian. Do you un-
derstand what I mean? I cannot really become Dutch.”

Feeling different is strengthened by the lack of so-
cial contacts—Rosa indicates that lately she has “almost
nobody anymore”—as well as an increasing number of
unfriendly encounters. Although Rosa and Bernardo be-
gan their interview by emphasizing they never experi-
enced problems with Dutch people, toward the end of
the interview they recounted several instances of hav-
ing been treated in an unfriendly manner due to their
background. During a conflict with a neighbor, they were
told to go back to their own country. This was an es-
pecially sore spot for Rosa, who repeatedly stated how
much the comment hurt her. Bernardo said that Dutch
people used to be nice, but that more recently they had
become less friendly, which has been echoed by other
migrant groups in previous research, as the public and
political discourse on integration has become harsher in
tone (e.g., Eijberts, 2013).

Unfriendly and unwelcoming remarks were often
mentioned by the first-wave migrants. This was less
true of the second-wave migrants, possibly due to
their greater focus on functional identification or their
stronger feeling of identification as European. In sum, al-
though both waves of migrants found themselves in an
in-between position, this had become a stronger source

of confusion and isolation for the first wave. Rosa, for ex-
ample, stated: “Sometimes I really think, what am I ac-
tually? Not Dutch and not Italian. I am a strange per-
son.” This outsider position, which some call a sense of
social isolation, may increase as people age. Getting old
had various consequences for this group. On different oc-
casions, they indicated their frustration at being afraid
or unable to deal with new technology that could help
them to stay in touch with family and friends in Italy
(see also Zontini, 2015); thus, for them it is more diffi-
cult to engage in transnational spaces, which could actu-
ally enhance integration in both countries. They do not
feel as part of Dutch society and have lost connections
with Italy both emotionally (because of the duration of
their stay in the Netherlands) and physically (because of
the lack of mobility they enjoyed when younger). Physi-
cal distance, combined with a lack of knowledge about
new technology that could help bridge this distance vir-
tually, has added to their sense of isolation. In this way,
first-wavemigrants feel both out of place and behind the
times because of their age (Zontini, 2015).

5. Discussion

As demonstrated above, the narratives show paradoxical
processes at work when Italian migrants talk about their
lives in the Netherlands. Many had a very strongly devel-
oped functional (self-)identification in the Netherlands
andwanted to contribute to society (especially in the ear-
lier stages of their life and stay in the Netherlands). They
wanted to be “needed,” as one respondent said, and be
a valuable contributor to the welfare of their organiza-
tion and society. In this sense, they can clearly be seen
as an asset to Dutch society. However, their colleagues
did not always recognize their efforts and approached
them primarily as ethnic others, which led to their feel-
ing excluded andmay have called their self-identification
into question. According to the WRR (2007), functional
identification can be one of the most powerful means
to fostering social cohesion and integration. However,
overemphasis on migrants as ethnic others may hamper
its effects.

Furthermore, at the level of functional identification,
we heard narratives that challenged the assumption that
language, as part of culturation, serves as a critical bridge
to integration, a dominant assumption in the literature
and policy discourse of integration in the Netherlands
(Entzinger & Biezeveld, 2003; Esser, 2006). We refer to
this contrast as the paradox of language. In the past, pol-
icymakers saw no need to focus on language because the
migration approach of that time focused on the tempo-
rary stay of guest workers (Entzinger, 2009). However,
migrants may realize later in life that their lack of lan-
guage knowledge means they were unable to invest in a
social life in the Netherlands outside of work. Thus, while
their lack of culturation in terms of language did not re-
sult in a lack of positioning, positioning in turn did not
automatically lead to more interaction, challenging the
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assumed linear process of one following the other. How-
ever, in old age, social interaction with their neighbors
was exactly whatmigrants desired, and the shift in impor-
tance from functional to emotional identification caused
them to feel a longing for their country of origin.

However, with the second-wave migrants especially,
it becomes clear that culturation in terms of language
does not open all doors either. This group of Italian
migrants enjoyed higher education, and most of them
worked in international environments. Some identified
as expats, which could be considered a way of distanc-
ing themselves from the dominant image of the guest
worker who is low educated and traditional. Though the
label “guest worker” does not fit the second group of
participants (from the 1980s and 1990s), they are often
associated with it. Because of the “negative” image of
this label, there is a clear pattern of de-identification by
the second group, emphasizing their difference based
on education (being more educated than the average
Italian who came in that period), salary (gaining more
salary than the average Italian in that period), and choice
(choosing to migrate rather than needing to). In this way,
they are maintaining the image of mobile migrants or
Eurostars (Favell, 2008), who are from higher classes
compared to the earlier group of Italian migrants. Even
though all of the second-wave migrants were motivated
to learn Dutch, half of them had not succeeded in learn-
ing enough to feel comfortable speaking it. The main
causes for this were having a schedule that prevented
the combination of working and learning Dutch, and be-
ing in a Dutch-speaking environment with Dutch people
who switched to English.

However, even those who received compliments for
their Dutch (culturation) and who had successfully socio-
economically integrated (positioning and interaction)
did not develop the emotional identification with the
Netherlands predicted by Esser (2003) and the Dutch
government. This might be partly due to the fact that
these kinds of mobile migrants often combine their
sense of mobility with a functional integration, as Favell
(2008) has argued. Another argument could be that
Amsterdam has been less permissive and open than it
presents itself. In an ethnographic comparison between
different European cities, Favell (2008) showed that Ams-
terdam is a deeply regulated and controlled city in which
someprocesses of social and ethnic closure are ingrained
in daily interactions. Thus, the linear assumption under-
lying Dutch integration policies does not even apply to
European migrants in the Netherlands, who are consid-
ered culturally close. More importantly, the “integration
paradox” applies to those who are most integrated, who
have successfully passed all stages, in contrast to those
who are less integrated and do not even feel at home.

Even more, in this study, we observed a rather dif-
ferent pattern—a clash between functional (e.g., eco-
nomic) and emotional sources of identification. In the
case of first-wave migrants, we showed that the exclu-
sive emphasis on work in the first stages of migration

could become a hindrance to emotional identification at
a later stage. Their in-between position became a source
of social isolation later in life. For the second-wave mi-
grants, we found that those who had succeeded in learn-
ing fluent Dutch, who worked, and could be considered
successfully integrated, as defined by Esser’s (2003) first
three dimensions of integration, indicated that they felt
neither Dutch nor at home in the Netherlands. Knowl-
edge of the Dutch language and active participation in
the workforce led to exposure to the exclusionary as-
pects of not being Dutch, which had a negative impact
on their sense of belonging (see also Eijberts & Gho-
rashi, 2016).

In addition to the paradoxes of language and inte-
gration, we also identified layered sources of emotional
identifications. Identification as “being Dutch” has be-
come an important measure of integration in the Nether-
lands (WRR, 2007). As we stated earlier, several stud-
ies have shown that the construction of Dutchness is
exclusive of difference, which does not provide space
for a sense of emotional belonging for migrants (Davis
& Nencel, 2011; Ghorashi & Vieten, 2012; Vasta, 2007).
This is confirmed by our research: migrants in our study
did not (or could not) fully identify with a Dutch iden-
tity but instead predominantly identified as being Italian.
However, their sense of belonging was certainly much
broader than identification with a national identity. The
most prominent source of emotional identification was
at the city level. The multicultural character and open-
ness of Amsterdam proved an important basis for identi-
fication. This matches Kasinitz et al.’s (2002) results of im-
migrants identifying as New Yorkers rather than as Amer-
icans. In addition to the city level, we also found emo-
tional identifications with particular neighborhoods and
at the European level. Notably, European identification
was only present in the narratives of the second-wave
migrants. Their identification as expats along with inten-
sified European cooperation and attempts to construct
a European identity may have contributed to this level
of identification. Identifying as European gave them an
opportunity to connect their worlds (the Netherlands
and Italy) and choose the best of both worlds when re-
lating to the condition of in-betweenness. In contrast,
we found that the first-wave migrants actually faced the
downside of what Said (1993) refers to as the in-between
position. Their focus on work in the earlier years of their
migration, their limited contacts with Dutch people com-
binedwith social contactsmainly in Italy andwith Italians
in the Netherlands seem to have become a source of iso-
lation in their old age (feeling out of place and behind
the times).

In addition to these different (either overlapping or
conflicting) layers of belonging to places, we identified
family as an important core of belonging in both Italy and
the Netherlands. For both migrant groups, we saw some
contradictions at play, such as between the place one
lives in (the Netherlands) and the people with whomone
identifies (Italian family members in Italy) or the place
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where one’s children live (theNetherlands) and the place
one wants to be (Italy).

6. Conclusions

This article aimed to demonstrate the complexity of the
integration process and to broaden the scope of existing
studies onmigrants living in theNetherlands by including
the experiences of Italianmigrants. To understand Italian
migrants’ routes to identification in the Netherlands, we
distinguished between functional and emotional identi-
fication (WRR, 2007). The narratives showed that the ex-
periences of the participants were complex, nonlinear,
multilayered and did not fit a linear definition of “integra-
tion.” The narratives also showed that different forms of
identification overlapped and clashed over time.

All respondents in our study had to deal with a new
language, with finding their way in the Netherlands, and
with re-figuring the question of who they are. A similar-
ity in all the narratives, despite differences in age and
migration background, was the in-between position of
these migrants in Dutch society. The first-wave migrants
in our study have a less positive narrative about this in-
between position due to their age and isolation in Dutch
society. They miss social contacts with their families in
Italy, but when they are in Italy, they feel less at home,
as over time they have come to feel like an outsider there
as well. Yet, we saw that the second-wavemigrants were
better able to cope with this in-between position and
profit from its positive aspects. As Eva put it: “…you have
the ability…to look at both parts, fromadistance. You can
bemore critical. That is fun. That is fun, yes.” The second-
wave migrants are part of many places at the same time,
are connected virtually to the world (but also to their
friends and families in Italy), and have the resources to
be mobile. Identifying as European, for many of them,
is a way to make sense of this mobility and the multi-
ple sources of connection. As Antonsich (2012, p. 7) ar-
gues: “Europe answers the needs of the modern individ-
ual to travel, to communicate, to exchange information
and experiences. This clearly resonateswith the image of
the mobile European citizen put forward by Verstraete
(2010).” Nevertheless, we agree with Favell (2008) that
this notion of mobility should not be overemphasized,
because the interactions of thesemobilemigrants are sit-
uated within specific national settings that also include
exclusionary practices, as we discussed above.

This study has also shown that the struggle for in-
tegration and belonging in the Netherlands is not lim-
ited to migrants with Islamic backgrounds. There are
many similarities in the paradoxes (of language and socio-
economic integration) present in the narratives of this
research with those found in other studies on various
generations of migrants and refugees with Islamic back-
grounds (e.g., Eijberts & Ghorashi, 2016). We hope, with
the results of this study, to weaken the “culturalist” foun-
dation of the present discourse on integration. More-
over, we have provided a more comprehensive insight

into the various ways identification takes place, beyond
the singular source of national identification.
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